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Plague, Act of God,  
Natural Disaster or the  
Actions of Us All 
 
Dealing with the triple whammy of Brexit, Covid 
and climate risks does not fit well with current and 
prevailing political philosophies. 

In the old days this conjunction of plague, floods 
and poverty would have been regarded as a 
punishment by the Gods for our sins and false 
beliefs. Then as commercial insurance developed 
this thinking became an excuse: acts of God were 
thought to be exempt from prudential insurance as 
they could not be rationally predicted or planned 
for. 

More recently we called them natural disasters: 
earthquakes, floods and epidemics were again 
thought of as events that we could not be blamed 
for: though some insurance was sometimes possible 
the risks were generally excluded from cover. 

Now we know better. Most of these risks are our 
own fault. Not preparing for so-called ‘one hundred 
year’ events is highly irrational as has been pointed 
out by repeated scientific and economic reports.  

But this has been rubbished and ignored by 
populist politicians who have relied on false 
optimism and false promises to persuade small 
majorities of mainly older voters to back policies of 
low tax and minimal preparation for what the 
experts tell us is coming later or probably sooner.  

Relying on the simple democracy principle of 
‘winner takes all’ and the new big data science of 
mass persuasion has not turned out well. The 
people have continued to believe in vain things and 
the nations to furiously rage together.   

For democracy to work well requires rational and 
well informed political leadership which has been 
sadly lacking. We all need to be better informed and 
better led into better ways of dealing with national 
and global threats. And we all need to be instructed 
and assisted to adopt the personal actions that can 
help to deliver a safer and consensual national and 
international way of living together. 
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Should we believe the opinion polls 
on unification? 
Marcus Leroux 
 

Marcus Leroux is a London-based investigative journalist  

Underpinning much of the discussion were a 
flurry of opinion polls showing the pro-union 
majority in Northern Ireland had dwindled to a 
precarious slither, if it had not disappeared entirely. 
Add to that the disappearance of Stormont’s 
unionist majority in 2017, and you arrive at an 
increasingly familiar formula: demographics plus 
Brexit equals a United Ireland.   

But a closer look at the numbers suggest that the 
discussions rely on a false premise. The range of 
support for a United Ireland reported by opinion 
polls in recent years has been  bewilderingly large: 
from as low as 19 per cent (Life & Times, 2016) to 
46%, representing a narrow majority of those who 
had made up their minds (Lord Ashcroft, 
September 2019).   

“Shy nationalists” have been mooted as the 
explanation for the discrepancies – a furtive species 
of nationalist that emerges only behind the secrecy 
of a smartphone or a polling booth. They represent 
a sort of mirror image to the fabled “garden centre 

unionist”, those who are more likely to be found 
admiring the azaleas than at an Orange Order 
parade but are deemed crucial to unionism’s 
electoral strength.  

But on closer examination, the wildly differing 
polling is the consequence of a third, previously 
unidentified political species: the scundered 
unionist. How do we know they’re there? I looked 
at all of the recent polling on a United Ireland and 
examined only those where there was a clear 
question asking how respondents voted in a recent 
election or referendum. By comparing the turnouts 
implied by these responses with the actual turnouts, 
you can work out how many non-voters have been 
captured by the poll.   

The correlation is clear. The better the pollsters 
were at seeking out the views of those who did not 
vote, the lower the support the poll showed for a 
United Ireland. The scale of the effect is dramatic: 
of polls that had at least half the proportion of non-
voters as the wider electorate, none reported support 
for a United Ireland above 30%.   

It will be recorded in the annals for different 
reasons, but 2020 was the year that a United 
Ireland became the topic of serious conversation. In 
between Sinn Fein’s success in the Daíl elections 
and the Taoiseach launching the new Shared Island 
Unit, we had an Economist cover (“A United 
Ireland: Could it happen?”) and a succession of 
often unlikely English commentators urging 
Britain to recognise the prospect of Northern 
Ireland’s departure from the union.
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The polling industry is generally grappling with 
how to reach less politically-engaged registered 
voters in an era where people are less 
likely to answer their landline or own 
one at all. Will Jennings, a professor of 
politics at Southampton University, said 
that falling response rates were making 
it harder for pollsters to reach beyond 
the politically active.   

“When we conducted the inquiry 
into the poor performance of the pre-
election opinion polls for the 2015 
general election, we found that the sorts 
of people responding to surveys tended 
to report disproportionately high levels 
of political engagement”, he said. “So the polls had 
too many people who said they had voted in 
2010… This pointed to the problem of polls 
reaching too few non-voters that you have noted.” 

But the general problem of pollsters reaching too 
few non-voters is colliding here with a Northern 

Irish peculiarity. Non-voters here are not apathetic, 
the evidence suggests, they are just turned off by 

orange-green politics. In the Northern 
Ireland parlance, the non-voters are 
Neithers. “They are much more likely to 
say they are neither unionist nor nationalist 
and just won’t play the old politics”, said 
Professor Jon Tonge, of Liverpool 
University.  

Professor Tonge’s findings, laid out in 
the Northern Ireland Election study earlier 
this year, found non-voters in the 
December 2019 election were more 
socially liberal than voters on an array of 
questions, including abortion reform, gay 

marriage and mixed marriages. Pro-union non-
voters outnumbered pro-united Ireland non-voters 
by more than three to one. They are unionists too 
embarrassed by unionism to vote for a unionist 
party or, for the most part, to identify as unionists.  

These findings are consistent with another 

• United Ireland support          Trendline for UI support
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source of authoritative data, the Northern Ireland 
Life & Times series, which has found a strong 
majority of Neithers have backed remaining in the 
UK. While the proportion of Neithers dipped to 
39% in the most recent Life & Times survey 
(2019), they have been the largest single block 
ahead of Unionists and Nationalists since 2006 and 
represent on average 45% of respondents over the 
last three years.   

In any border poll, the Neithers will be the 
kingmakers. But to complicate matters, they are 
illusive to the pollsters who are likely to provide 
some of the evidence for a future Secretary of State 
to determine whether a border poll should be held 
under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement.  

And not everybody believes that nationalism is 
so far away from the Good Friday Agreement 
threshold for a border poll as the Life & Times and 
Liverpool University analysis would suggest. Bill 
White, the managing director of LucidTalk, whose 
online panel provided the “knife edge” results 
showing a slim or no unionist majority, says that 

while there is a huge range between different polls 
for support for a United Ireland, there is some 
consistency in showing support for the union at 
around 50 per cent (although the latest Life & 
Times edition suggested 60 per cent 
support). “There’s a big consistency across all polls 
for the pro-union support, which means logically 
there are another 50 per cent who are either pro 
united Ireland or don’t know and are thinking about 
it”, he says. “There’s a tension in the face-to-face 
environment: people feel uncomfortable, perhaps 
subconsciously, and saying ‘don’t know’ is an easy 
cop-out.” White is unapologetic about not polling 
a representative selection of non-voters.  

“There’s no reputable polling company that 
would research non-voters on a hypothetical poll on 
a hypothetical date”, he says. “That’s witchdoctor 
market research.”  

While White admits that he would expect a 
greater turnout in any border poll, he argues that 
active support for the union of around 50% is 
hardly cause for celebration for unionists. On this 

Article 1 

The two Governments: 
(i) recognise the legitimacy of whatever choice is freely exercised by a majority of the 
people of Northern Ireland with regard to its status, whether they prefer to continue 
to support the Union with Great Britain or a sovereign united Ireland; 

(ii) recognise that it is for the people of the island of Ireland alone, by agreement 
between the two parts respectively and without external impediment, to exercise their 
right of self-determination on the basis of consent, freely and concurrently given, 
North and South, to bring about a united Ireland, if that is their wish, accepting that 
this right must be achieved and exercised with and subject to the agreement and 
consent of a majority of the people of Northern Ireland; 

(iii) acknowledge that while a substantial section of the people in Northern Ireland 
share the legitimate wish of a majority of the people of the island of Ireland for a 
united Ireland, the present wish of a majority of the people of Northern Ireland, freely 
exercised and legitimate, is to maintain the Union and accordingly, that Northern 
Ireland’s status as part of the United Kingdom reflects and relies upon that wish; and 
that it would be wrong to make any change in the status of Northern Ireland save with 
the consent of a majority of its people; 

(iv) affirm that, if in the future, the people of the island of Ireland exercise their right 
of self-determination on the basis set out in sections (i) and (ii) above to bring about 
a united Ireland, it will be a binding obligation on both Governments to introduce and 
support in their respective Parliaments legislation to give effect to that wish. 
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point at least he is in accord with Professor Tonge 
of Liverpool University, whose general election 
study noted that “unionism has a significant 
problem in not attracting pro-union 
members of the electorate to vote”.   

Professor Tonge’s analysis hints why. 
The majority of 18 to 29 year-olds did 
not vote in 2019, yet they have strident 
opinions and want to see society change. 
Take younger Protestant non-voters, who 
were in turn the cohort least keen on 
sending their children to an “own-religion 
school”; the least bothered by the 
suggestion a close relative married 
someone of a different religion; and the 
most in favour of gay marriage 
equality.  It is not hard to see why they are politically 
homeless.  

Taken in the round, a clear-eyed look at the 
numbers suggests that our template for 
understanding Northern Ireland is a generation out 
of date. It is as though we are extrapolating from a 
Nolan Show phone-in. The saviours of unionism 
are no longer found in the garden centre – they are 
more likely to be found on Instagram and TikTok 

and they are increasingly unlikely to call themselves 
unionists. On the other side, nationalism, too, 
needs new recruits to achieve a breakthrough: 

Northern Ireland’s fate will not be 
determined by demography.  

Six months after the Good Friday 
Agreement was hammered out, the late 
Oireachtas senator and Northern Ireland 
civil servant Maurice Hayes gave a speech 
in which he quoted Richard Rose, the 
political scientist: “The problem is, there’s 
no solution.” Northern Ireland’s problems 
centred on “the great unbargainables” of 
allegiance and identity. We have 
internalised this model of understanding 
our politics and we find it confirmed 

every time we open social media or switch on the 
radio, let alone every election.  

But Hayes offered a more hopeful metaphor – 
that of a broken bone. “It is necessary first to deal 
with the pain and reduce the swelling before the 
bones can be brought together and healing 
affected”, Hayes said. The old wounds still ache and 
the scars are still raw. But while we’ve been looking 
elsewhere new bone has been slowly fusing.  g

The majority of  
18 to 29 year-
olds did not 

vote in 2019 yet 
they have 
strident 

opinions and 
want to see 

society change.

        POLL                  DATE                UNITED IRELAND          NON-VOTERS                  PROXY FOR  
                                                                   SUPPORT                   CAPTURED                     TURNOUT? 

  LucidTalk               Jan 2020                 45%                        14%                            no 

  SMR                       Dec 2019               28%                        85%                            no 

  Ashcroft                 Sept 2019              46%                        18%                            no 

  NI Life & Times      Sept 2019              22%                        60%                            yes 

  NI Life & Times      Sept 2018              19%                        87%                            yes 

  Ashcroft                 May 2018               44%                        23%                            no 

  Deltapoll                May 2018               23%                        57%                            no 

  LucidTalk               May 2018               42%                        unknown                       

  Ipsos Mori              Feb 2018                21%                        87%                            no 

  LucidTalk               Oct 2017                34%                        unknown                       

  NI Life & Times      Sept 2017              20%                        78%                            yes 

  SMR                       June 2017               28%                        105%                         No 

  NI Life & Times      Sept 2016              22%                        90%                            No 
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Breaking up the UK 
A recipe with three ingredients 
Paul Nolan 

Paul Nolan is an independent political researcher based in Belfast 

In October the Taoiseach, Micheál Martin, 
launched his Shared Island Unit, with the 
declared aim of building harmonious relations on 
the island of Ireland. In November Boris Johnson 
launched his Union Unit which is tasked with 
building harmonious relations within the UK. In 
December (although few people noticed), Sir Keir 
Starmer announced a new constitutional 
commission to deliver ‘the boldest devolution 
project in a generation’. 

@50
rtnightfo

The reasons behind these three initiatives are 
distinct, but related. In Dublin there is increasing 
apprehension about the call for a referendum on the 
border; in London there is increasing apprehension, 
shared by Conservatives and Labour alike, about the 
call for a referendum on Scottish independence. 
Given that they are all running on parallel tracks it 
is curious how each initiative fails to acknowledge 
the others. For instance, the Shared Island 
document has a section which lists the challenges to 
good relations in Ireland, and while no-one would 
deny that Brexit and climate change deserve their 
places on any list of challenges the fact remains that 
there is nothing so likely to disrupt relations in these 
islands as Scotland voting for independence, a 
consideration which doesn’t earn a mention in the 
document. But if that domino falls, we can expect 
its nearest neighbour to feel the impact. 

How likely is that to happen? We will know very 
soon. The May 2021 election will be taken as a 
proxy for a vote on independence, a ‘referendum on 
whether there will be a referendum’. The latest Ipos 
MORI poll, conducted on 20–26 November 
predicts that the SNP will take 55% of the seats, 
consolidating its dominance of Scotttish politics. 
Once it gets its parliamentary mandate it will throw 
down a challenge to the Johnson government by 
calling for the second independence referendum. 
This wasn’t supposed to happen. The 2014 
referendum, in which the union side defeated the 
independence side by 55% to 45% was supposed to 
settle the issue ‘for a generation’. Clearly something 
has changed. The last 17 major polls have shown a 
majority of Scots support breaking the link with 
England, with a settled percentage of around 55% 
– thereby reversing the referendum result almost 
exactly. The word 'inevitable’ is now cropping up 
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with increasing frequency in articles about Scottish 
independence. While it would be wise to heed the 
warning by AJP Taylor that, ‘Nothing is inevitable 
until it happens’ the general expectation is that 
within the next year the Scottish parliament will 
precipitate a constitutional crisis by demanding a 
referendum. Boris Johnson has made it clear he will 
deny the request, but when he does he will be 
pouring petrol on the flames his Union Unit was 
supposed to douse. 

Those concerned about a border poll in Ireland 
should pay heed, because the dynamic behind 
developments in Scotland is also taking shape in 
Ireland. The increase in support for Scottish 
independence is sometimes wrongly characterised 
as resulting from an increase in Scottish nationalist 
sentiment, but that is to misunderstand what is 
influencing those now prepared to break up the 
UK. Professor John Curtice, the doyen of pollsters, 
ascribes the change to three things: Brexit, Covid 
and Johnson. This is not a rebellion by haggis eaters. 
The crucial constituency, the one that is tilting the 
balance, is made up of people who voted to retain 
the UK link in the last referendum but who now, 
with varying degrees of reluctance, are coming to 
see independence as the lesser of two evils. Writing 
in the New Statesman, Colin Kydd described them 
as ‘double unionists’, and estimates that they make 
up about 30% of the electorate. These are people 
who didn’t want to be trapped within a narrow 
Scottish nationalism, so they voted to remain in the 
UK. Equally, they didn’t want to be trapped in a 
narrow British nationalism and so they voted to 
remain in the EU. 

When that option was crushed by the Brexit vote 
a slow re-orientation began, one that sees the hope 
of living in a modern social democratic state having 
more chance of being realised in an independent 
Scotland than in a UK structure dominated by a 
surging English nationalism. At the start of 2020 
the two sides in the independence debate were 
equally balanced in the polls: Brexit had still not 
given the independence side the upper hand. The 
first poll to show that happening came in May after 
Covid had begun to affect the body politic. It was 

the competence of Nichola Sturgeon, paired with 
the incompetence of the Johnson administration, 
that served to convince a section of the ‘double 
unionists’ that they should break the link. The 
personality of Johnson is not irrelevant to this 
development. It is hard to overstate how much he 
is disliked, indeed loathed, in Scotland. A poll in 
October by JL Partners, the firm led by Theresa 
May’s former pollster James Johnson, found 
antipathy towards the Prime Minister to be the most 
important factor in swaying swing voters. The seal 
was then set on this relationship with the leaking of 
comments made by Johnson on a Zoom call, that 
Scottish devolution was ‘Tony Blair’s biggest 
mistake’. The spin doctors couldn’t spin him out of 
that one. 

But how might John Curtice’s three factors – 
Brexit, Covid and Boris Johnson – play out in 
Northern Ireland? The shape of the Brexit 
arrangement has left Northern Ireland on the 
window ledge of the union, partly in the UK but 
also partly in the customs union of the EU (future 
historians of unionism will scratch their heads trying 
to understand why the DUP acted as cheerleaders 
for Brexit). The NI Assembly, despite a good start, 
has mismanaged the Covid crisis dreadfully. 
Disastrous quarrels over lockdown have raised 
fundamental questions about whether power-
sharing can ever be workable. The hinge 
constituency here, the one equivalent to the ‘double 
unionists’ in Scotland, is that of middle-class 
Catholics. These are people who voted to stay in the 
UK as part of the Good Friday Agreement. They 
then voted to stay in the EU. Frustrated in that 
second hope, and totally alienated by the Johnson 
administration, they are likely to reach a tipping 
point if Scotland votes for independence. 

In short, the three ingredients that have brought 
Scotland to the point of a constitutional crisis are 
also bubbling away in Northern Ireland. It may 
therefore be worth mentioning one more new unit. 
Peter Robinson is calling for a special Northern 
Ireland think tank to help ensure the link with the 
union is maintained. If he manages to get it off the 
ground it will have its work cut out for it.

g
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What is the post-Brexit deal  
for Northern Ireland?  
 
Katy Hayward 
 
Katy Hayward is Professor of Political Sociology at Queen’s University Belfast,  
and Senior Fellow in the UK in a Changing Europe think tank. In 2020 she received 
a special award from the Ewart-Biggs Memorial Prize for her commentary on Brexit 
and its ramifications for the island of Ireland.

The EU, on the other hand, consistently referred 
to the same length of time as the ‘transition period’ 
– this is the term used in the legal text of the 
Withdrawal Agreement. This would be the months 
of suspended animation before the full force of 
Brexit would come into effect. It would allow the 
UK to adjust to being outside the European Union, 
and the EU to adapt to being a Union of 27. Many 
expected that it would also be a period of transition 
into a new relationship. In a characteristic rush of 
bravado, Boris Johnson confidently predicted that 
the terms of that new deal could be decided by the 
summer.  

The problem for the Prime Minister, however, 
was that an Agreement would (by definition) entail 
compromise. Whatever the new post-Brexit 
conditions would be, they could only be worse in 
real terms than those pre-Brexit. Thus Johnson’s 

Long before it had negotiated its withdrawal 
from the EU, the UK Government insisted on 
describing the months that would follow as 
‘the implementation period’. The intention, 
one presumes, was to give the impression that 
the simple act of ‘getting out’ of the EU was 
the primary objective. What EU exit meant in 
practice was never spelled out; it just needed 
to be implemented. 

choice: is it better to have ‘full sovereign 
independence’ and chaos at Dover, or a ‘negotiated 
outcome’ with some alignment to EU rules? 
Ultimately the complexity was whittled down to a 
simple calculation: which outcome would be easier 
to spin?  

When Johnson negotiated the Withdrawal 
Agreement in October 2019, he had known how to 
sell it. The ‘detested’ backstop was gone. There 
would be no hard Irish border and no EU 
alignment for Britain. He had the freedom to 
embrace a Brexit as ‘hard’ as he wished for. The 
flipside was that the effects of this would now be 
felt within the UK, namely down the Irish Sea. The 
UK Government was unsurprisingly slow to 
acknowledge the ramifications of this decision. If it 
wished for a softer sea border, it needed a close 
future relationship with the EU. This option was 
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apparently never contemplated, let alone aired. 
Instead, Johnson’s strategy rested in the UK’s ability 
to persuade the EU to go easy on the rules when 
applying them to what is now referred to in EU law 
as ‘United Kingdom (Northern Ireland)’. 

So the UK Government belatedly prepared to 
implement the Protocol even as it denied what was 
entailed. Hundreds upon hundreds of millions of 
pounds poured into new and ambitious schemes to 
enable goods to cross between Britain and Northern 
Ireland in a way that impacts ‘as little as possible’ on 
everyday life.  Most of these measures have been 
rapidly conjured up; many of them are temporary 
fixes; all of them are untested for the task. 

We can expect, therefore, that 2021 will add no 
small amount of confusion to the Brexit uncertainty. 
What is created from disorder will not bring order. 
The UK’s priority may be to keep things much the 
same as they are now but, ultimately, 2021 means 
the implementation of Brexit. And this will have 
consequences in Northern Ireland. 

The ‘best’ the Government can aim for is to 
make sure the worst effects of this will be away from 
the cameras (and the EU observers). This doesn’t 
mean that there won’t be turmoil, just that it will be 
predominantly contained in the boardrooms and 
offices and depots and ports. That is to say: high-
level collective indecision inevitably ends in 

individuals having to make costly decisions. The 
effects of these decisions will not remain hidden. 
Whether they will grow exponentially to cause 
increasing disruption, or whether they will be 
tempered and redressed, depends on how the 
responsibility to implement the Protocol is taken up 
and overseen. 

The NI Executive and Assembly have very little 
direct say over how the Protocol is implemented. 
Indeed, there is no formal requirement that either 
the UK or the EU consult with the NI Executive in 
the decisions made by the Joint Committee charged 
with administering the Withdrawal Agreement. 
And the scope for devolved scrutiny over those 
decisions is worryingly limited. The ‘consent vote’ 
of MLAs at the end of 2024 on the Protocol is no 
substitute for proper power or representation here. 
If they withhold their consent, it just places the all 
too familiar conundrum of ‘how to avoid a hard 
Irish border’ back in the hands of the UK and EU 
to negotiate behind closed doors. 

Yet the significance of the Protocol for the 
governance of Northern Ireland should not be 
downplayed. There will be new difficulties, new 
gaps, new tensions that emerge over time. These 
seem all the greater because Brexit is so divisive for 
the NI Executive parties, both as a political topic 
and as a policy challenge. The temptation to indulge 
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in the blame game (for Brexit or for the Protocol) 
must be tantalising. But no one planned it this way 
or would have chosen to be in this position. The 
sooner the realities of this post-Brexit deal are 
confronted, the better. 

Together, Brexit and the Protocol mean new 
legal, political and economic conditions for 
Northern Ireland. The region’s relationship to both 
Britain and Ireland has fundamentally changed, and 
this will have all-too-real consequences. In effect, 
Northern Ireland is both in and between the UK 
and the EU’s internal markets 
– as such it is a source of 
discomfort for both. 

We should be under no 
illusion that the UK can get 
away with half-hearted 
implementation of the 
Protocol. The concessions 
agreed by the EU for three 
adaptation periods in 2021 for three 
specific types of goods were welcome. Gove 
even felt buoyant enough to reprise his 
‘best of both worlds for Northern Ireland’ 
spiel. But this claim was made in the 
absence of any promise of future EU flexibility or 
any plan for what might happen next. 

What the post-Brexit deal for Northern Ireland 
will mean in practice depends ultimately on two 
things. First, how the UK and the EU decide to 
manage it and, secondly, the degree to which they 
can trust each other in exercising their shared 
responsibility.  

Afterword 

The article above was written some time before 
Christmas Eve, which heralded the good news of the 
UK-EU Trade and Cooperation Agreement. I say 
‘good news’ because, really, the prospect of them 
being unable to come to any agreement would have 
been very bad indeed for Northern Ireland, not least 
for that all-important UK-EU trust. The TCA (as 
we will get used to calling it) begins with an Article 
stating: “the Parties shall, in full mutual respect and 
good faith, assist each other in carrying out tasks 
that flow from this Agreement and any 

supplementing agreement.” Unlike any other trade 
deal, this agreement means that the tasks involved 
will be about managing further separation rather 
than closer coordination. Johnson claimed “we 
never wavered from the goal of restoring national 
sovereignty” and, although we may debate the good 
or benefits of such a policy, what this means in 
practice is reflected in the terms of the Agreement. 
Being keen to make any remaining ‘ties’ to the EU 
as few and as minimal as possible, what the UK has 
negotiated on some economically significant 

matters is even thinner than 
that enjoyed by countries as far 
away as Canada and Japan. As 
I noted above, every step of 
distance between the UK and 
the EU brings particular 
challenges for Northern 
Ireland. For example, there is 
no agreement in the TCA to 

recognise equivalence for sanitary and 
phytosanitary (SPS) measures; in simple 
terms, this means that the EU gets to 
decide itself whether the food the UK 
wants to export is up to the EU’s safety 

standards. This means that, in effect, the TCA does 
virtually nothing to mitigate the most burdensome 
checks and controls required on goods entering 
Northern Ireland (where the EU’s food safety 
standards still apply) from GB. The greatest impact 
of this will be experienced after 1 April, when the 
EU’s rules get stricter and when the three month 
‘adaptation period’ for SPS certifications (agreed by 
the UK-EU Joint Committee for the Protocol on 
17 December) comes to an end.  

Boris Johnson may be two-thumbs-up pleased 
with himself. “The deal is done”, and it is one that 
delivers a Brexit ‘hard’ enough to satisfy his 
strongest pro-Leave supporters (including those, 
funnily enough, whom he recently bestowed with 
peerages). What comes next – let alone what it 
might mean for ‘United Kingdom (Northern 
Ireland)’ – is, I suspect, something to be experienced 
rather than planned for. g

Boris tweeted 
“The deal is 

done”
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published by Manchester University Press in September 2020. 

 Dating back to the Iowa Democratic caucus in 
January 2020 (where Biden lost), the footage 
resurfaced after he was announced President Elect 
on November 8. The exchange was interpreted by 
some as emblematic of Biden’s wider sense of 
priorities once he takes office in January 2021.  

However, this off-hand quip should not be 
exaggerated. While elements of the UK media saw 
it as evidence that Biden was ready to ‘weaponise 
Brexit’ as a snub to the UK, it came right at the 
beginning of his campaign, when he hoped to win 
the Democratic nomination, not at the end of the 
race to the White House, when he knew he had 
won.  

President Biden’s administration is likely to seek 
out the UK as a key ally in major policy areas, 
including the revival of US interests in NATO and 
the Paris Agreement on climate change. But initially 
at least, it is an alliance where the soft power 
between the two countries may have to be chiselled 
out of their frosty personal relationship. Biden’s 
distaste for Johnson is palpable – The President 
Elect values the ideals of public service and the 
importance of personal integrity in public life, traits 
that are less obvious features of Boris Johnson’s 
political persona.  

While Biden has disparaged Johnson as ‘a 
physical and emotional clone’ of Donald Trump, his 

@50
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At the breaking news that Joseph 
R Biden was projected to become 
the 46th President of the United 
States, old footage emerged on 
social media of seasoned BBC 
correspondent Nick Bryant 
shouting hopefully to the former 
Vice President through a media 
scrum.  
‘Mr Biden, a quick word for the 
BBC?’ Biden’s retort: ‘The BBC? 
I’m Irish’, was simultaneously 
descriptive and dismissive, as he 
flashed his white-toothed smile 
and walked off to another room.

Poster of Joe Biden in Ballina
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Vice President Kamala Harris is reportedly even less 
enamoured. The daughter of immigrant parents, 
Harris is fully aware of Johnson’s racist remarks in 
the past directed at people of colour. Not least his 
attempt to disparage President Barack Obama’s 
removal of a statue of Winston Churchill from the 
Oval Office when he was President, as being 
emblematic of; ‘the part-Kenyan president’s ancestral 
dislike of the British empire.’ Clearly the Johnson 
government has work to do in establishing a rapport 
with the Biden/Harris administration. However, 
while their personal relationship might be more 
Major/Clinton, than Thatcher/Reagan, they have 
shared strategic interests and will no doubt be close 
allies over the next four years.  

Brexit does remain a fly in the diplomatic 
ointment however. The often talked about 
‘special relationship’ is mostly talked about 
by the United Kingdom – rather than the 
United States. When asked, American 
Presidents will make the right noises about 
how close the relationship is between the 
two countries, but it has long since ceased 
to be a driver of policy. Biden’s decision to 
call Boris Johnson before other European 
leaders was shrewd politics, because he 
knew it would stroke the egos of the British 
political class, while infuriating the 
incumbent Trump administration at home. 
But Britain would be unwise to confuse style with 
substance. In the post Brexit era, with a politically 
and economically diminished United Kingdom, the 
Biden administration is likely to look primarily to 
Germany and France, as well as to the European 
Union for its closest political allegiance. 

Charles Kupchan, a close Biden adviser, 
suggested that Brexit had made the UK much less 
strategically important for the US, which would 
inevitably colour the future political relationship: 

‘The United Kingdom alone does not cut a 
large figure on the international landscape … 
So the relationship between the US and the 
UK will be fine. I’m just not sure it’s going to 
matter that much.’ 

What does it mean for Ireland? 
A considerable reservoir of soft power already exists 
between Biden and his ancestral homeland and with 
the UK out of the EU and with a reduced economy 
and diplomatic influence, Ireland may hold a key 
strategic advantage over its larger neighbour that 
could provide important political leverage in the 
years ahead. 

Biden is proud of his Irish heritage and did not 
discover it during his election campaign or in an 
attempt to grease the political wheels at home. He 
has researched his ancestry thoroughly and has close 
family connections in Ballina Co Mayo and in Co 
Louth. Biden’s great great great grandfather Edward 
Blewitt fled Ballina during the Irish famine in 1850 

and sailed to the US – settling in Scranton 
Pennsylvania where Joe Biden was later 
born. Laurita Blewitt and her brother Joe 
were Biden’s guests in Washington when he 
received the Presidential Medal of Freedom 
from President Obama in January 2017. 
Later that year, Biden opened the Mayo 
Roscommon Hospice named after his son 
Beau who died of brain cancer in 2015.  

In 2016 he wrote that ‘Northeast 
Pennsylvania will be written on my heart. But 
Ireland will be written on my soul’ and he 
famously resorts to quoting Irish poets 
(especially Heaney and Yeats) because 

‘they’re the best poets.’ Given the importance to him 
of his Irish roots and his strong networks within the 
Irish political class in the North and South of the 
island, Dublin is likely to have President Biden’s ear 
over the next four years. British policies that Dublin 
infers might damage the Good Friday Agreement 
(GFA), or political stability and the peace process 
more broadly in Northern Ireland, are likely to 
cause the White House private concern, if not 
resulting in public reproach. This relates not just to 
the President himself, but to the team around him, 
many of whom are likely to be as one in their 
commitment to the GFA and peace process, as well 
as any potential Brexit related collateral damage that 
affects Ireland North or South. This interest is 

the ‘special 
relationship’ 

is mostly 
talked about 

by the United 
Kingdon – 

rather than 
the United 

States
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predominantly linked to the Northern Ireland peace 
process and America’s commitment to it. But the 
GFA was a US foreign policy success too – and 
moreover it was Democratic President Bill Clinton 
who helped broker the Belfast Agreement and he 
and his party have remained committed to it ever 
since.   

Equally importantly for Ireland (and by 
extension Northern Ireland) a Biden Presidency will 
give Dublin an access to the White House that was 
not so evident during the pro-Brexit Trump 
administration. This could position the Irish 
government as an important matchmaker between 
the US and the EU, using its soft power to oil the 
wheels of that critical relationship. With the UK 
now out of the EU this may allow Ireland to punch 
above its diplomatic weight, not just with the White 
House but in terms of European Union politics as 
well. The Brexit negotiations provided a common 
cause and solidarity that bound Ireland with the rest 
of its EU partners. With that denouement, Ireland 

g

is likely to lose a degree of influence given its 
relatively small size within the EU27. Becoming a 
bridge to the White House to build a stronger 
Transatlantic relationship might mitigate that 
significantly over the coming years.  

The UK will certainly remain a close ally of the 
United States – but it is unlikely to be given any 
special treatment and it is also unlikely that a trade 
deal between the two countries will be a priority for 
the Biden/Harris administration. The UK has 
fences to mend – because in the infamous words of 
President Obama in a speech at the Foreign Office 
in 2016, Britain is once again at ‘the back of the 
queue’ in terms of American priorities.  

No amount of befuddled jibber-jabbering from 
Boris Johnson is likely to change that cold hard fact.  

The next four years of a Biden/Harris Presidency 
might lack the psychodrama of the Trump tenure, 
– but they will arguably be more important for 
everyone living on the island of Ireland.
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The rocky road to Dublin 
Robin Wilson 
 

Robin Wilson was editor of Fortnight magazine from 1986 to 1995, during which time he co-initiated the 
Opsahl Commission. Since the aftermath of ‘9/11’ he has been an expert adviser to the Council of Europe 
on intercultural integration, notably in his Meeting the Challenge of Cultural Diversity in Europe: Moving 
Beyond the Crisis (Edward Elgar). He is acting editor-in-chief of Social Europe.

The ‘shared island’ approach 
of the current taoiseach must 
abandon outdated language if 
it is not to join the litany of 
under-achieving initiatives 
over the decades.

Those of us whose lives were 
defined by the ‘troubles’ and 
their aftermath can be 
forgiven for asking the 

rhetorical question: ‘Is this it?’ Was it really too 
much to ask for anything beyond embedded 
sectarian politics at Stormont and nearly 100 ‘peace 
walls’ on the ground, against a recurrent rumble of 
violence? (As chair of the Belfast branch of the 
National Union of Journalists, as I wrote this article 
the latest paramilitary threats to my colleagues were 
reverberating around ‘social media’.) 

Looking back, it’s clear now that opportunities 
which should have been taken to get the 
‘constitutional engineering’ right, to promote 
reconciliation, were spurned. A British state which 
couldn’t have been less ‘occupied’ with Ireland 
allowed a Protestant-monopoly government to 
foment alienation, even after the civil-rights 
movement had made ‘direct rule’ an imperative, and 
while it prevaricated committed (‘Bloody Sunday’) 
or condoned (internment) egregious human-rights 
abuses which were the best recruiting-sergeant for 
a discredited IRA.  

When London did take charge, power-sharing 
institutions were crafted through months of 
cabinet-committee consideration, green-paper and 
white-paper deliberation and discussions with 
Dublin. The executive established in January 1974 
operated with collective responsibility and agreed to 
start integrating the education system. But a hastily-
negotiated agreement on the north-south aspect at 
Sunningdale, which was to become a misnomer for 
the whole new architecture, was compounded by 
the refusal then in Dublin to countenance an end 
to its constitutional claim over the north or 
extradition for ‘political’ offences. This provided the 
ideal target for the bigots who brought the 
democratic institutions down in May, in the face of 
British-state pusillanimity towards the paramilitary 
intimidation on which the strike against them relied 
to get going. 

Refusal to provide humane conditions for all 
prisoners allowed the IRA to mobilise humanitarian 
support behind its 1980–81 hunger-strikes, on 
which Sinn Féin was able politically to capitalise. A 
Social Democratic and Labour Party which had 
drifted from its founding philosophy now disdained 
an ‘internal solution’, even though John Whyte’s 
magisterial Interpreting Northern Ireland had 
demonstrated that was primarily where the 
challenge lay—in favour of an intergovernmental 
alternative.  

The resultant Anglo-Irish Agreement alienated 
the mass of Protestants used from their bibles to an 
unmediated individual relationship with authority. 
And the SDLP dialogue with the Stalinist 
‘republican movement’—begun after the 
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Enniskillen massacre—was to lead inexorably to the 
former being sidelined and eventually gobbled up 
by the latter. 

Huge demonstrations 

Public war-weariness however accumulated. And 
with the Shankill and Greysteel atrocities making 
October 1993 the worst month for deaths since the 
mid-1970s, the voice of universal norms amid all 
this sectarian shouting, the trade unions, mobilised 
huge demonstrations across the region, with the 
support of the voluntary sector, business and the 
churches. Violence immediately fell (as I was able 
to assure the late Terry Carlin, then northern trade-
union leader) as seen in the database of deaths all 
journalists had to keep.  The ceasefires followed less 
than a year later. 

The unions always abjured ‘politics’, however, 
though no one in government had any ideas as to 
what a new power-sharing arrangement should look 
like, the institutional memory from the brief 1974 
experiment having been lost. What was available 
was the 1993 Opsahl report, which for all its 
strengths in terms of equality and human rights 
recommended a communalist system based on 
‘mutual voice and veto’, failing to recognise its 
deadlocking potential. 

This was by default to provide the template for 
the Belfast agreement of 1998, all concluded in 
cavalier manner in a few days before Easter. Sadly 
over time the polarising incentives prevailed over the 
rights-based ideas, including because of the foot-
dragging of the Ulster Unionist Party under 
renewed right-wing leadership, before its 
subsumption by the far-right, ‘Democratic’ version 
and the refusal of the IRA to decommission its 
weapons (or abjure spying at Stormont). 

And so to a long hiatus of 
renewed direct 

rule, 
which variously 
brought down violence 

and hospital waiting lists, followed by another 
period of ineffectual devolution, its most substantial 
piece of original legislation a tax on plastic bags. 

Enter ‘Brexit’, driven by English-nationalist 
ressentiment, in part inspired by the inchoate 
manner in which UK devolution had been 
introduced, leaving unempowered English regions 
prey to populist anti-metropolitan claims. Its self-
evidently polarising effects on Northern Ireland 
aided a further Stormont collapse and required the 
region to be quarantined in a kind of European zone 
of its own. As the poet John Hewitt had recognised 
long before, the only answer lay in a recognition of 
the complexity of its citizens’ individual identities 
by providing a European umbrella for all of them. 
Brexit will surely now bring Scottish independence, 
just as surely as Margaret Thatcher’s authoritarian 
populism spurred the demand for devolution. That 
will leave the citizens of Northern Ireland, whatever 
passports they currently carry, with no option but 
to find some way to share the island of Ireland with 
their fellow Irishmen and women. 

A laboured ‘shared island’ address  
Which brings us, by that circuitous—and, tragically, 
needlessly murderous—trail of decades of 
misjudgements and mendacity to the speech by the 
taoiseach, Michéal Martin, in Dublin Castle in 
October, launching the new ‘shared island’ unit 
within his department. 

It was a laboured address. No one doubts the 
taoiseach’s integrity nor his longstanding 
commitment to the north. But it was stuck in the 
old language of ‘traditions’ and ‘communities’, with 
no recognition that every democratic constitution 
in the world has the individual citizen as its unit. 
Bosnia-Herzegovina and Lebanon are other guides 
to the dysfunctionality which replaces democracy 
when this is not so. 

Only bromides could thus emerge, along with a 
fund for investments such as in north-

south infrastructure. That is 
certainly much-needed: at 

partition there were around 20 
railway lines crossing today’s border, 
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where now there is only one. Perhaps most 
promising was the initiation of a series of 
‘dialogues’ and the taoiseach’s specific 
acknowledgement of the roles of women, 
young people and newcomers in them. 

The only way Ireland can be genuinely 
shared is if a republic which has been post-
nationalist since Mary Robinson’s 
presidency focuses on similarly progressive 
opinion in the north, including the social 
democrats in the SDLP, the Greens, 
Alliance and the third sector. Edna Longley, 
contradicting Opsahl, has referred to the 
nationalistic ideologues, whether they call 
themselves ‘nationalist’ or ‘unionist’, as a ‘parity of 
contempt’. Ever since the brutal wars of the 
Yugoslav collapse, no one can treat nationalism as a 
legitimate political definer. 

Contrary to what the taoiseach said, rethinking 
the constitutional engineering to get it right is a key 
part of that. The Republic remains the most 
centralised state in Western Europe outside England 
and, to an extent, Portugal, as reflected in Dublin’s 
sprawl. The single transferable vote, unknown 
outside the UK in Europe, except Malta, should 
long ago have been replaced, given its clientelistic 
incentives, by the mixed proportional systems 
common elsewhere, as the late former taoiseach 
Garret FitzGerald recommended. The Christian 
pieties of the preamble to the constitution have no 
place in the multi-national, multi-religious Ireland 
of the 21st century. 

Only if the debate in the Republic, via the now 
established mechanism of citizens’ assemblies on 
which it has led in Europe, moves in this direction 
can a new place for the north be found in a shared 
island, with an appropriate differentiation among 
regional, genuinely local and national competences 
across the island, all compliant with democracy, 
human rights and the rule of law. 

Border poll 
Otherwise, we are heading towards another 
decontextualized and hugely polarising border poll, 
which the taoiseach is rightly not keen to hasten. 

The last, in 1973, was only held to appease 
Protestant paramilitaries angered by the 
revelation of secret talks between the 
Northern Ireland secretary and the IRA, 
recognised within the cabinet at the time 
as irrational. I abstained from my first 
chance to vote—for the one and only time 
in my life—along with virtually the whole 
Catholic population, which had no desire 
to take part in a sectarian headcount.  

As with the wider European project, 
the integration of Ireland should be seen as a 
process, not an event, and should be driven by a 
commitment to reconciliation, not ideology. Each 
step should thus be seen as intrinsically valuable to 
a reasonable person delivering economic and social 
benefits and not requiring commitment to a 
predetermined constitutional outcome. Dialogue 
and consensus-building should be at its heart, so 
that no fearmongering warnings of a ‘slippery slope’ 
can stand. 

Any eventual vote on a unified Ireland, as the 
commission on a border poll established by 
University College London has reported, should be 
linked to tangible propositions as to what 
constitutionally a ‘yes’ would mean. Critically, this 
would need to offer a reassuring answer on how 
public services already emaciated by austerity in the 
north would be supported. The ‘Westminster 
subvention’ still amounts to some £5,000 per person 
per year as the much-vaunted ‘peace dividend’ has 
ever materialised. This would imply a long taper of 
perhaps a quarter of a century, should this fiscal 
responsibility be assumed over time by Dublin. 

The great mistake of German unification was 
that West Germany simply absorbed the ‘German 
Democratic Republic’, in a manner which, despite 
the enthusiasm of most east Germans for it, left 
enduring resentment in the new eastern Länder on 
which the far right now feeds. More positively, in 
the context of Brexit, the European Union has made 
clear that, should there be a unification of Ireland 
it would, as with Germany, accept the whole of 
Ireland as the reconstituted Irish member state. This 
is a correct signal. 

Any eventual 
vote on a 

unified Ireland 
… would need to 

offer a 
reassuring 

answer on how 
public services 

already 
emaciated by 

austerity in the 
north would be 

supported.
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That no autogolpe was achieved after the US 
election is as cold comfort as a foil blanket on an 
ICE nursery floor, for the GOP has an all-american 
‘necessary force’ chokehold on the artery of 

Dettol-tinis all round 
The London Letter 
Cian O’Neill 
 
Cian O’Neill is an Irish writer/painter and a regular contributor to Fortnight, including criticism and 
The London Letter

…where were we?! Well, an 
orange blimp named Donald 
Drumpf, a HindenBurger if you 
will, has been downed at last 
and the Biden presidency 
beckons.  The inauguration 
pending, Trump is shaking his 
Boomer rattle and MAGA-
mewling that he wants still 
more from this virus-stilled 
planet for death is not the end 
of ego – just another fat white 
baby chasing history’s tail, the 
scene fading to black to the 
soundtrack of ventilators. 
Ingrates would aver that Biden 
can’t throw basketballs like 
Obama, but he is also a decent 
man, sometimes we don’t get 
the hero we little-deserve, and 
the best we can hope for is to 
bunker down while the vaccine 
rolls out, bleared on Doktor 
Drumpf’s patented Dettol-tinis. 

democracy and the next Good Ole’ Goon trotted 
out will be slicker, more palatable, and may well not 
lose by an unassailable margin. Indeed, the evidence 
of an arguable autocratic breakthrough as sets up a 
later autocratic takeover, is manifest. Worse, with 
gerrymandering legislatures unsafely in GOP hands 
in Texas in a redistricting year, the much-mooted 
Democratic wave for control of the Senate will meet 
a seawall in the Georgia runoffs, and Brett 
‘Chugger’ Kavanaugh and Amy Culty-Barrett will 
do great harm to all civil and political rights in the 
Supreme Court for decades to come. Yes, the Devil 
makes work for idle Handmaidens, and puppies fall 
into puddles every day. 

This great 2020 US Election Show reminded us 
that nowhere is political high drama performed 
better than the States, and my how the tech with 
which the world watched twitching for crucial 
swing counties like Maricopa and Cobb to declare 
results made us all sleepless slaves to the show. With 
it done at long last, we know that whilst the old 
West burns to the ground and climate change-
loosed icebergs loom around the Arctic Sea like 
peak-90’s Trump at a teenage beauty pageant, the 
greatest democracy will do little for reform or 
remedy due to Mitch McConnell’s dead hand in the 
Senate. We know that the Covid dry-run for the 
coming antibiotic resistance collapse has shown US 
/ UK pandemic preparations rather shabby, and 
thanks to Borat we know that gaseous landscaper 
Rudolph ‘Inky’ Giuliani either prefers his cultural 
exchange with blonde Russian teens, or mics up his 
pants.   

We know also that the great trans-Atlantic grift 
sold on white nationalism by the likes of Nigel 
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Farage is bedding down during this Covid winter 
but to resurge. Dominic Coming’s Durham trips 
during the first Lockdown were but taster course for 
the next four years of Tory government rubbing the 
noses of the Labour ‘Red Wall’ voters in their own 
tears as Boris Johnson’s claque continues to ignore 
the science, rack the poor, and rake it in. Never 
mind that Cummings eventually left No.10 and 
returned to his ‘natural’ 4Chan dimension – he got 
a 40% pay rise before he left. Defenestration 
delayed is justice denied and the ensuing ‘course 
correction’ is mere piffle.    

Given the UK’s history with enquiries, 
commissions and inquests, betting on the truth 
coming out about the multifarious Covid Cash-for-
Chums scandals is as slim-odds as Epstein and 
Prince Andrew chum Ghislaine Maxwell surviving 
to a plea deal. Meanwhile Pity Patel has moved to 
slandering judicial review and ‘do-gooder’ lawyers 
while Rees-Mogg threatens the Supreme Court with 
drastic diminution, leaving the question: – have we 
had quite enough of laws in this country? This really 
is the future of the UK as envisaged by the 
Brexitannia Unchained cabal becoming clear – 
scimitar-sheeny like Sunak, morally vacant like 
Patel, a land where even an orphan can become 
Michael Gove. 

Where does the North of Ireland feature in this? 
Why, not at all. The Engurlan’ Brexit Project is 
about geopolitical retreat, save The City’s dirty 
money laundromat, class retrenchment and 
completed privatisation of education and the NHS, 
with no space left for unprofitable former colonies. 
Even as the increasingly DisUnited Kingdom’s 
empire is reduced to a withered semblance of its 
own too-fond mis-remembrance, it can still eschew 
the Good Friday Agreement, and looked certain to 
do so but for Biden’s election. This is because 
foreign policy is an area of real executive power in 
the US system, and whilst a shaming number of 
Drumpf ’s coterie are Irish-American, that now 
rankly illiberal lobby is still large. It sentimentalises 
the unquiet peace of our green island (for the golf ). 
Brussels and Washington know that England wants 
to offer a crumpled, devalued fiver on Arlene 

Foster’s desk in Stormont and slink off from the 
turmoil never to return. That is clear from the 
sincere lies so blandly told about customs checks 
and no hard border. And as it seems neither the US 
nor the EU are playing possum on the peace 
process, at least if it gives them moral leverage for 
the trade negotiations. 

How loyalism meets this moment will tell a tale 
about the future of the entire island, that is to say, 
whether it can stop overrating its charms and behave 
with political and economic pragmatism before it 
gets dumped. The UK wants us gone: polls show 
vanishingly few numerate mainlanders care to keep 
the North. They would stumble the Brecon Beacons 
and stagger the Royal Mile a thousand Augusts ‘ere 
they’d sacrifice resources in a post-Brexit recession 
for loyalty to what they view as a bomb-damaged 
moneypit. If Biden’s domestic plans are stymied by 
the Senate/SCOTUS blockade and as a UK-US 
trade deal becomes critical post-Brexit, he will look 
abroad for policy victories and so it is likely that the 
US will prevent England cut-and-running from 
Ireland. With Dublin the likely preferred anglo-
phone European landing strip for Corporate 
America post-Brexit, there will be additional 
economic interest in keeping the Border permeable 
and preserving the peace. 

The other side of this is that the Republic simply 
does not want the North, but will have to be 
involved in some quasi-federalist manner. Just as the 
silicon star Jennifer Acruri came to look sad and 
shabby bemoaning her lost love with Johnson in the 
tabloids, so loyalism has to come to deal with the 
reality that their ardour is a one way street and the 
potential paramour down the road isn’t keen either. 
In fact the green and orange Ulster face off, be-
scarred snout to snout, plays in a shrinking pool 
which few attend. Time, perhaps, to talk 
chlorinated Turkey? For now, vain folly heaps like 
the homeless on the streets of London, a dirty 
protest rages in the West Wing, and with the 
brackish backwash of Brexit to follow as chaser to 
needless Covid deaths still yet to come, Dettol-tinis 
can’t be beat. 
 

g
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Climate change? 
John Barry 
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the Centre for Sustainability, Equality and Climate Action

Calling it climate change is like calling an invading army 
‘unwelcome guests’. And guess what? Climate breakdown 
does not care if you are catholic, protestant or a dissenter (or 
a collapsed catholic, vegan and recovering politician in my 
own case).  This place is the only part of Europe without 
specific legislation and targets to address the existential 
crisis (and opportunity) that is the planetary emergency.   

So it’s great to see a Climate Change bill being laid 
before the Assembly, as is the almost 50% of 
electricity in NI produced by renewable energy (my 
new summary of Minister Mallon – great on cycle 
lanes,  less good on on-shore wind…), and the 
recent report from the Belfast Climate Commission 
(full disclosure, I am co-chair) which shows that the 
single most effective way to reduce the city’s 
greenhouse gas emission would be through 
insulating domestic homes.  

Retrofitting domestic homes would tackle the 
scandal that is fuel poverty in Northern Ireland 
(Department for Communities estimates that 42% 
of households are in fuel poverty, that is spending 
more than 10% of their income just to stay warm), 
provide employment locally, increase the disposal 
income of people, improve their health and 
wellbeing …. And as a ‘Brucy bonus’ reduce our 
dependence on fossil fuels and help us decarbonise 
the city to reach net zero emissions by 2045 (as laid 

out in the NI Climate Change Bill). So what’s not 
to like? What is not every politician in Belfast and 
all political parties all over this?  The good book says 
‘without vision the people perish’, but as my father 
says about the current pandemic ‘it’s only when the 
tide goes out you know who’s naked’. The pandemic 
has revealed significance weakness in our BC (before 
Covid) economic model … let’s NOT ‘return to 
normal’… rather let us ‘bounce forwards’ not back 
in ‘building back better’ by demanding a green jobs 
not ‘growth and competiveness’ focused recovery for 
Norn Iron. Wind turbines not Tribeca please … 

We have now reached a stage where serious 
debate is given to Elon Musk’s dreams of colonising 
Mars, but where someone proposing that we need 
to transition beyond neoliberal capitalism and 
liberal democracy are viewed as utopian or 
misguided, dangerous or ‘politically immature’.  
More worryingly we have reached a stage where our 
young people, perhaps most clearly evident in those 
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involved in the Youth Strike for Climate movement, 
can now more readily imagine the end of the world 
rather than the end of capitalism. The climate 
anxiety and apocalypticism experienced and felt by 
these young people, who do not have a vote though 
they do thankfully a voice outside electoral politics, 
should bring shame on our generation.  

We live in turbulent times. The UK is not simply 
exiting the EU, but we as a species are leaving the 
climatic stability of the ‘1,000 years of grace’ of the 
geological era known as the Holocene, for the 
dynamically unstable ‘Anthropocene’. At the same 
time, turbulence is needed to reimagine economics.  
Dissent, disagreement and discord should be 

encouraged. There are at least three reasons for this.  
Firstly, any ‘just transition’ to a post-carbon, post-
capitalist society will produce ‘winners and losers’, 
thus necessitating conflict transformation processes 
within any sustainability transformative process. As 
such, disagreement needs to be included in any 
process not marginalised or supressed, as part of 
effective and democratically legitimacy problem 
solving.   

Secondly, within our thinking about economics 
and the policy prescriptions that follow from that 
thinking, more than ever we need pluralism and 
challenges to the dominance of neoclassical 
economics. Revealing the ideological assumptions 

CLIMATE FOCUS
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underpinning mainstream economics (there is no 
ideology-free conceptualisation of economics), 
opens up a long overdue opportunity for debate and 
discussion between different forms of political 
economy. We live in democracies after all where we 
have differences in how the state should operate, so 
why should it be any different in respect of the 
economy? The pandemic as befits a major crisis has 
made once marginal proposals possible and worthy 
of serious debate, whether university basic income, 
a jobs guarantee, nationalisation of parts of the 
economy or rethinking state finances as suggested 
by modern monetary theory. We need to maintain 
and defend this space against the calls for a ‘return 

to normal’ of the dominance of neoclassical business 
as usual. Normal was the problem.  

Finally, the oppositional, non-conformist and 
sometimes outright confrontational character of 
such non-state actors contain the energy and insight 
for improvement and societal progress. As George 
Bernard Shaw astutely commented (and we will 
forgive him the sexism of his time), ‘The reasonable 
man adapts himself to the world: the unreasonable 
one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself.  
Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable 
man’.  Perhaps, just perhaps, with ‘our house on fire’ 
(Greta Thunberg) it might be time for us to be 
‘unreasonable’ and do what is necessary? 

People, place, planet and peace  
… lets give these ‘p’s a chance eh? 

At this time let’s all be kind to one another.
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System change not 
climate change 
James Orr 
 
James Orr is director at Friends of the Earth

The foundations of business as usual and economics 
as usual are being repudiated for their obvious 
consequences – persistent violence against the earth 
itself and the poorest of its peoples.  
There is widespread alarm that we have ended up 
here in one of the most ecologically barren parts of 
Europe and Europe is the most ecologically 
damaged continent.  

We do extinction well here in Northern Ireland. 
The illegal superdump at Mobouy beside the 
beautiful Faughan River is twice the size of our 
biggest ancient woodland. We also do community 
organising well here. Diverse communities, fuelled 
by self-reliance and creativity, founded on trust and 
hope, are cross fertilising a non-sectarian ecology of 
democratic revival.  

The strength of this movement is growing and 
is rooted in the power of community. In Fermanagh 
and Antrim, communities have successfully resisted 
the fossil fuel industry with their words and bodies.  
Groups like Stop the Drill, Protect Our North 
Coast, Belcoo Frack Free will prevent Tamboran 
and EHA obtain new hydrocarbon licences. The 
persistence of these groups is changing planning 
laws to make it harder to start exploring for fossil 
fuels.  

Muscáil is organising in West Belfast for 
grassroots climate action. Zero Waste North West 
have reimagined a new circular economy, beyond 
extractivism. The protectors of Larne, Woodburn 
and Carrickfergus beat the hydrocarbon industry. 

Who could have imagined, even just a few years 
ago, that Northern Ireland would give birth to a 
new citizens movement, led by children, and 
demanding system change not climate change. 

At Whitehead, Larne Lough, Lough Neagh and 
Fermanagh, groups are taking on the gas industry.   

While central government is siding with planet 
wrecking industries there is emerging space for 
leadership in local councils: the election of Emmet 
McAleer in Fermanagh and Omagh District 
Council is helping to protect the Sperrins from 
mega-mining; Ards and North Down Council were 
the first to declare a climate emergency; Derry and 
Strabane Council are taking the Department for the 
Economy to court for selling off our minerals for 
buttons to global mining corporations. 

Communities in Limavady, Newtownabbey and 
Tyrone are exposing the connection between 
unconscionably dangerous levels of greenhouse gas 
emissions and Stormont’s love affair with mega 
factory farms and new roads. They are blowing the 
lid on the intimate political connections with the 
gas industry, stranded assets that we are still 
subsidising and are questioning why the big agri-
food untouchables such as Moy Park are the ones 
benefitting from Gas to the West. 

I would need a full edition of Fortnight to express 
the extent of this grassroots response to ecological 
trauma and climate breakdown. This feels like our 
last chance to become manifestly unreasonable, to 
protect every last scrap of nature, to make peace 
with the earth and each other. For these grassroots 
communities and young people they are not just 
defending their special places, they are creating a 
more compassionate economy and revitalising our 
democracy.   g
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That is a lot of money, and in the wake of Covid 
and Brexit is unlikely to be found; but there will be 
pressure to retrofit houses, and probably even more 
pressure to replace houses that do not meet the new 
targets. That will mean building more houses, and 
although it is rarely considered as such, building 
uses energy.  

Chefs will point out that you cannot make an 
omelette without breaking eggs, but architects 
rarely admit that you cannot build a zero-carbon 
house without spending a lot of energy, and 
developers never tell you that their development of 
a hundred ‘luxury’ one-bed apartments has come at 
the cost of losing either green fields or some 
substantial (and often re-useable) Victorian 
buildings. Even the most energy-efficient house will 
have to stand for some sixty years before it has saved 
the energy that has gone into building it. Passive 
houses often depend on substantial quantities of 
concrete, which is environmentally very damaging 
– some 8% of global CO2 comes from concrete 
production.  

If we built for long life, as our ancestors generally 
did, the energy employed to create our houses 

It was recently announced that the cost of 
retrofitting all the UK’s social housing to zero carbon 
levels would amount to over £100bn.  

might be justified, but less than 10% of our housing 
stock in Northern Ireland is over a hundred years 
old. Many office blocks in Belfast city centre are 
demolished after little more than thirty years – long 
before they could demonstrate any energy saving. 
We can make a quicker and initially bigger impact 
on our building energy use by reducing new 
building than we can by attempting to improve 
every existing building.  

Energy saving is only one reason for re-using 
existing buildings. Every year 25m tonnes of UK 
construction waste goes to landfill. And that is to 
say nothing about the loss of habitat for birds, 
insects and plants every time a site is cleared and a 
new house occupies it. The mature gardens and 
hedges of an established street contain much more 
wildlife than a new housing estate does, as everyone 
who has been walking round their neighbourhood 
during lockdown will have observed.  
When we have to build new, let it be designed for a 
long life using minimal energy; but first of all, let us 
use what has already been built. It is too precious to 
waste.  g

Embodied energy 
Marcus Patton 
 
Marcus Patton is a retired architect and an illustrator, cartoonist, historian 
and volunteer with Hearth Historic Buildings Trust. He has just finished 
two terms as chairman of the Historic Buildings Council.
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Absolutely boggin’ 
Jordan Dunbar 
 
Jordan Dunbar is Producer/Reporter The Climate 
Question, BBC World Service

Climate change for me is no longer about fear;  
I see it as a time of huge change and opportunity. 
Growing up in the shadow of the cranes in Belfast, 
I cant help but think about the work that could 
happen on wind turbine construction, advanced 
manufacturing, tidal turbines and more in those 
often empty yards. Silicon valley obsesses over 
silicon panel efficiency for panels, battery storage 
and hydrogen yeilds. But maybe we’ve all got it 
wrong. 

In Antrim, near the sea and where they film sexy 
medieval fantasy series, lies Garron, a blanket bog. 
A rare type of peatland covering nearly 4,000 
hectares. Now to me a bog was never a very 
glamorous place – I was often accused of being 
boggin’, slurs about people’s Ma’s being from the 
bog abounded. When we visited my grandfather in 
Omagh, we’d be handed bags of turf for the fire. 
They were like the Tyrone version of Quality Street. 
But a bog in Garron has showed me something 
different. 

Peatland globally stores twice as much carbon as 

The World Service launched The Climate Question podcast 
and radio programme in November this year. The BBC’s 
first yearly podcast series looking at climate change on the 
ground, around the world. So far I’ve been covering 
pandemics and deforestation in Nigeria, female education, 
climate adaptation and farming in Kenya, sea level rise in 
Jakarta and heatwaves in Arizona. But the story that’s 
stayed with me is from county Antrim.

forests do, it’s better at sucking up the nasty stuff 
we pump out and it holds it for longer. There are 
currently expensive high tech projects around the 
globe trying to sequester carbon whilst here beneath 
our feet is a more efficient answer. The UK has 12% 
of the worlds peatland in only 4% of the land mass 
which means we could have a global part to play in 
this nature based solution. Garron alone holds an 
estimated 5 million tonnes of carbon and as it gets 
wetter that grows. That is a huge amount. The 
RSPBNI have been working with farmers to teach 
them how to restore the bog on their land. If they 
can convince farmers across the country to restore 
this landscape then even more carbon is stored, not 
to mention bio diversity increased.  

There’s a twist though. The bogs will hold our 
sins for only so long. If we continue to drain them 
and the temperature continues to rise, they will 
eventually pump out greenhouse gasses at a 
tremendous rate. Maybe it’s time we looked at the 
humble bog more fondly, less at technology and my 
family started buying Quality Street in Tyrone.  
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At the same time, there are concerns over the effect 
that the billions of tons of cold water from the ice 
caps will have on the gulf stream which gives us our 
temperate climate. Meanwhile, we are draining the 
world’s aquifers, which took millions of years to fill, 
while 2 billion people have no access to safe 
drinking water.  
Water is essential to life: without it our kidneys 
would fail, and we would die. Yet, in Northern 
Ireland, we do not take this essential resource very 
seriously. We are profligate and wasteful in its use.   

We seldom think about how much we use in our 
showers and baths, cleaning our teeth or washing 
our polluting cars. We lose a quarter of our clean 
water through leaks in the infrastructure. In our 
homes we flush about of third of it down the toilet 
because we do not design our homes to use waste 
water.  

Unless we start investing properly in our failing 
water and wastewater infrastructure our natural 
environment will be further damaged through 
increased sewer flooding and pollution, our 
economic development will be curtailed, outbreaks 
of cryptosporidium will be a feature here as it has 
been in the South; and micro-plastics will be a 
major problem in our drinking water.  

CLIMATE FOCUS
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Water problems 
Paddy Hillyard 
 
Paddy Hillyard is a Professor of Sociology at Queen’s University, Belfast

Global warming and climate change pose new 
challenges. Severe flooding and droughts are 
becoming more common. The planet is melting fast. 
The rate that the Antarctic sheet is disappearing has 
tripled in the last decade. Consequently, sea levels 
are rising and pose a massive threat to the two-
thirds of the world’s cities on the coast. 

The latest annual report from Northern Ireland 
Water (NIW) emphasises that in 25 of our cities 
and main towns the sewerage and wastewater system 
is near to capacity. It estimates that we need to 
spend £4.4 billion in the period 2021–2027 to deal 
with the problems. Yet, as it points out, the funding 
model is broken. 

In 2007–2008, I chaired the Independent Water 
Review Panel which was tasked to examine the 
governance and funding model of NIW. We 
recommended the introduction of domestic water 
charges, supported by an affordability scheme to 
prevent water poverty. 

As metering was then an expensive option, we 
proposed that the charge should be based on the 
rateable valuable of the house. We opposed the 
privatisation of NIW and recommended that it 
should be a municipal company. Recently, Ms Ní 
Chuilín, Minister for Communities, has proposed 
the same form of governance for the NI Housing 
Executive. All our recommendations, however, 
including the establishment of an independent 
Environmental Protection Agency, were rejected by 
the Northern Ireland Executive at the time.   

There are four strong arguments for the 
introduction of water charges. 
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 • first, a fundamental principle of sustainable 
development is that the polluter should pay;  

 • second, NIW as a municipal company with 
a strong income stream through domestic 
charges instead of a government subsidy 
would be able to borrow independently 
from government; 

 • third, the Barnett formula – the basis for 
allocating funds to Northern Ireland from 
Westminster - makes no allocation for water 
and sewerage services; the expenditure must 
be taken from other departmental budgets. 
Since our report roughly £3 billion has been 
taken from these budgets to fund NIW – 
this partly explains the deplorable state of 
our health and education services; 

 • fourth, through our inaction we are passing 
the costs onto the next generation.  

The main argument put forward from opponents 
of water charges is that it would add further to the 
burden of the poorest in our society. An 
affordability scheme would prevent this and the 
argument fails to take account of the fact that it is 
principally the poor who are disadvantaged most by 
the sub-standard health and education systems. It 
is the better off who gain most by not paying for 
water.   

We face a massive recession next year because of 
the pandemic and Brexit. It is not the time to 

introduce water charges for the whole of the 
population. But a move towards it can be made 
immediately, by creating NIW as a municipal 
company and allowing it to borrow based on its 
current income stream from business customers.  

To encourage investors to provide the funding to 
NIW, these developments need to be accompanied 
by a legally binding guarantee that within, say two 
years, there will be a significant income stream from 
domestic water charging.  

In the meantime, the Executive should 
immediately explore ways to charge domestic 
customers for water. The fairest and most 
sustainable method is through metering. Since our 
report, water meters have become easier and cheaper 
to install. But if the costs are still too high, 
alternative methods need to be explored either based 
on household income derived Inland Revenue data 
or the capital value of the house. The current list of 
capital valuations is woefully out of date and needs 
to be urgently updated from the last assessment in 
January 2005.  

Global warming and climate pose an existential 
threat to all of us. Fixing our water and sewerage 
system is just one of the many challenges facing our 
society. We need to act fast and not wait another 11 
years before putting in place a proper funding 
model for NIW. 
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The climate bill  
for Northern Ireland 
Clare Bailey 
 
Clare Bailey is a Northern Irish politician who has been the Leader 
of the  since November 2018

‘The bill envisages 
Northern Ireland being 
carbon neutral by 
2045 by cutting 
emissions across 
energy, transport, 
business, waste 
management and 
agriculture. As well as 
targets for greenhouse 
gases, it sets out plans 
for measures to tackle 
issues around water, 
soil quality and 
biodiversity loss. It also 
establishes a climate 
commissioner, who is 
independent of 
government, to oversee 
the work.’

The political commitments to the aims of the 
Climate Bill provide an obligation to address the 
inaction on climate breakdown on the part of 
successive Northern Ireland Executives and policy 
makers. Northern Ireland is the only region across 
the UK that doesn’t have specific climate legislation 
and a raft of indicators show that our natural world 
is suffering serious decline, causing harm to human 
health.  

Yet, our carbon emission reduction efforts are 
falling short when set against the gains made by 
other devolved regions. Scotland has achieved a 
45% reduction in carbon emissions 
since 1990 while Wales managed a 31% reduction. 
Northern Ireland’s reduction is a mere 20% and of 
great concern is the fact that our rate of reduction 
has stagnated since 2014. 

The canary is singing when it comes to other 
environmental indicators across Northern Ireland. 
Ammonia pollution blights our countryside with 
98% of Special Areas of Conservations impacted by 
toxic ammonia levels. Air quality is poor in various 

urban areas across the region with year-on-year 
breaches of air quality legal standards. 

There is serious decline in inland water quality 
standards. Analysis under the Water Framework 
Directive shows that there has been a deterioration 
in the water quality of Northern Ireland’s lakes and 
rivers since previous surveys in 2015 and 2018 with 
95% of our lakes are in decline. 

Wildlife and our natural world are in decline 
with our Government failing to deliver in 83% of 
government commitments in their own Biodiversity 
Strategy.  

Time is not on our side in the face of this crisis. 
That’s why the Climate Coalition came together to 
draft this bill and I’m delighted to be lead sponsor 
along with co-sponsors from Sinn Fein, SDLP, 
UUP, Alliance and Independent MLAs.  

The bill has been submitted to the Speakers Office 
and we are in dialogue on technical aspects of the 
draft legislation at present. We are looking forward to 
making political progress in the New Year to shape 
the next nine years as the climate decade. 

The Climate Bill for Northern Ireland 
represents a truly ground breaking effort 
on the part of a local coalition of climate 
activists, academics and legal 
professionals. The Bill attracted cross 
party support from a range of Assembly 
parties, a significant achievement given 
the often-polarised nature of politics 
within Northern Ireland. 
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North/South agri-business 
and emissions 
Tom Arnold 
 
Tom Arnold is Chair of the 2030 Agri-Food Committee

Politicians, people in the agri-food sector and 
environmentalists face decisions during the first 
half of 2021 which will determine the future for 
the next decade and beyond. The main forces 
shaping that future are already clear: consumers 
and the major food companies demand sustainably 
produced food and a clean environment: political 
decisions such as the European Green Deal (EGD) 
point in the same direction.
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Although the direction of change is clear, the 
practical policies to implement it remain to be 
decided. Processes to take these decisions are 
underway within the EU, UK, Republic of Ireland 
(ROI) and Northern Ireland (NI). This paper 
discusses these processes and their timeframes for 
completion; the agri-environmental challenges 
shared by ROI and NI; and the opportunities in 
addressing these challenges.1     

In 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and the Paris Climate Accord were agreed. 
Since then, there has been a growing recognition of 
the interconnectedness of policies for food, health 
and the environment. 

The EGD aims to make the EU the first 
continent to achieve climate neutrality by 2050. It 
represents a fundamental political and policy choice 
and will be central to all other EU policies. The 
Farm to Fork (F2F) and Biodiversity strategies are 
integral to the EGD. The detail of how both 
strategies will be implemented will be decided 
during 2021. In addition, the EU Commission has 
identified five ‘Moonshot Missions’ for achievement 
by 2030, one of which is Soil Health and Food. 

Brexit became a reality on 1st January 2021 and 
has major implications for the agri-food sector in 
both the UK and Ireland. The UK will develop its 
own agriculture/food policy in place of the EU’s 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). New trade 
deals and tariff arrangements will impact food prices 
and standards. Future subsidies to UK farmers will 
be on the basis of ‘Public Payments for Public 
Goods’. An Advisory Panel chaired by Henry 
Dimbleby has been developing a National Food 
Strategy since 2018. Its first report was issued in July  
2020 and its second report, due in the first half of 
2021, will involve ‘a root and branch review of the 
food system, the benefits it brings and the harm it 
does’. The Government has committed to 
publishing a White Paper six months after the 
publication of the Strategy. 

In ROI, the 2030 Agri-Food Strategy, along with 
a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) of its 
recommendations, will be published in early 2021. 
This will be followed by a two-month public 
consultation period, after which both documents 
will be finalised. The 2030 Committee was tasked 
with ‘outlining a vision required to ensure the 
economic, environmental and social sustainability 
of the sector’. Its terms of reference require it to 
examine three themes, one of which is ‘climate-
smart, environmentally sustainable agri-food 
systems’. 

The Committee has used a ‘food systems 
approach’ in drawing up the Strategy, specifying an 
explicit link between policies for the food system, 
health and the environment. Adopting this 
approach means that the role and responsibility of 
each part of the food system – input suppliers, 
primary producers, processors/ manufacturers, 
retailers, consumers – in realising the vision for a 
sustainable food system will be specified.   

In NI, the Executive was re-established in 
January 2020 on the basis of the ‘New Decade New 
Approach’ document agreed by the British and Irish 
governments. A key part of the Executive’s 
programme is the publication of a Northern Ireland 
Climate Change Bill and the development of a 
‘Green Growth’ Strategy.  A public consultation 
process on the Climate Change Bill was launched 
in December 2020 and the hope is that the draft 
Bill will be presented to the Executive in 2021. 

The coincidence of these four processes working 
in parallel during 2021 is remarkable. They will 
highlight shared challenges and raise questions as to 
the scope and political will to cooperate to meet 
these challenges. 

The ROI 2030 Strategy and the NI Green 
Growth Strategy will reflect the fact that their 
respective agri-food sectors are under increasing 
societal pressure to demonstrate their contribution 
to ambitious national efforts on climate action. The 
sectors need to adhere to short-term measures to 
tackle existing problems of water and air quality and 
loss of biodiversity, within a longer-term vision of 

1  For a more detailed discussion on these issues, see my ‘Policies 
for Agriculture and the Environment on the island of Ireland in 
the post-Brexit World’.  Journal of Cross Border Studies, Volume 
15, 2020.
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reducing Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions, and 
increasing carbon sequestration and on-farm 
renewable energy. 

Delivering on such measures can be the basis for 
a new shared vision between the agri-food sector 
and environmentalists which recognises their 
commonality of interests, changes the negative 
narrative that has developed between them in recent 
years and provides a basis to agree a common future 
agenda. That agenda should envisage farmers and 
the sector as being first responders in the climate 
emergency, ecosystem service providers, producing 
high quality food, capturing carbon and supporting 
biodiversity. In the post-COVID world, there needs 
to be a serious re-valuation of the role that the agri-
food and health sectors play in society.    

The outcome of the processes in EU, UK, ROI 
and NI should provide, by mid-2021, a menu of 
policy options from which further decisions can be 
made on what areas of cooperation can deliver the 

best results. The principles of the Good Friday 
Agreement (GFA) with its three stranded approach 
– within NI, NI-ROI, and ROI-UK -and the New 
Decade, New Approach Agreement provide the basis 
for such cooperation. But the new circumstances of 
Brexit, including the Ireland/NI Protocol to the 
Withdrawal Agreement, suggest that a fourth strand 
should be added: the link between tackling certain 
problems on an all-island basis – reducing emissions, 
improving soil health – to the major EU policies 
such as the EGD and the Moonshot Missions. 

A senior EU Commission official, John Bell, 
Director of Healthy Planet in the DG Research and 
Innovation, recently outlined a vision of Ireland, 
North and South, as being ‘The Green Heart of the 
Green Deal’. At a time when various 
commemorations are being put in place, can we also 
look to the future as well as remembering and 
interpreting the past? Could 2021 be the year when 
we take up ‘The John Bell Challenge’?.     
 

 

 

 

 

 

The greening of Northern Ireland

Ill
us

tr
at

io
n 

by
 M

ar
ty

n 
Tu

rn
er



31 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

Is Ireland a state of mind? 
Malachi O’Doherty 
 
Malachi O’Doherty is a writer and commentator and former editor at Fortnight 

The trail was wonderfully parodied by people who know 
that Ireland is not like that and who laugh at those who 
think it is. Ireland has changed; not that it ever was like 
the world of Wild Mountain Thyme, but in that it was once 
content to be thought so. The tourist industry in 
Connemara still caters for those who think that The Quiet 
Man was a fair representation of Irish life. You could walk 
into any pub and the men at the bar would be singing and welcoming you to join 
them. 

There are basic generalisations you could make about Irish country pubs but 
the fondness for breaking into song isn’t one of them. They are usually solemn 
places, particularly in day time. We live in an era when all generalisations and 
stereotypes are frowned on and the momentum of that consideration presumably 
energised the disdain for Wild Mountain Thyme. But still we like to think well of 
ourselves. We have notions that we are fine decent people, though we don’t call 
ourselves the land of saints and scholars anymore – more like the land of the 
salacious in collars. Still, some of that pride in native decency and the notion that 
we are more heartfelt and poetic than others, particularly the English, still works 
in us.  

In Ian McEwan’s novel The Children’s Act, a high court judge called Fiona Maye 
visits a teenage boy in hospital to assess whether he is fit to make a decision to 
refuse a life-saving blood transfusion, in keeping with his Jehovah’s Witness faith. 
She has been shielding her emotions for some months after a difficult case in which 
she had to determine that a conjoined twin should die to save one of the pair. 

The sensibilities of many Irish people 
were affronted last month by a trail 
for a film called Wild Mountain 
Thyme. The trail played up to familiar, 
shallow cliches about the Irish that we 
are romantic, pugnacious, not very 
bright and that we obsess about land; 
that our women have red hair; that 
our landscape is entirely rural.

@50
rtnightfo
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Michael D Higgins is an Irish 
politician, poet, sociologist, and 
broadcaster, who has served as 

the ninth president of Ireland 
since November 2011.

When she is with the boy, at his bed, confronted by his precocious implacable 
reasoning she allows something softer and more intuitive to work in her, to the 
clear disdain of her English companion. She invites the boy to play to her on his 
violin (a guitar in the film version) and corrects his fingering and sings along with 
him. And what does she sing? Down By The Salley Gardens. The understated point 
here is that it is her Irishness which has broken through, her romantic, intuitive, 
impulsive Celtic nature. 

The stereotype unfolded here is lightly done and not remotely offensive but it 
is there. And it is not one that most Irish people would dislike. Most of us have 
little difficulty with the myth that we are humane, intuitive, spiritual, impulsive, 
creative and more besides. Even as Ireland secularised it retained a sense that it was 

a more civilised country. We had a poet for a president. That was the Irish 
way. We didn’t have nuclear power stations and when migrants were faced 
with deportation their children’s school friends organised protests in 
support of them. 

The presenter of the Friday night Late Late Show, Ryan Tubridy, often 
delivers a little homily to the audience about their/our support for charity, 
our diligence during the Covid lockdown, with the phrase, ‘this is who we 
are’, reminding us that we are good people, that goodness is what defines 
Ireland. It is no longer about Catholicism and the foreign missions but it 
is the same idea, that at heart we are generous and decent. 

The Taoiseach, Micháel Martin, announcing tighter restrictions across 
the Republic to contain the virus in the winter of 2020, spoke of those 
who had died when funerals and church services were limited, ‘who didn’t 
have the wakes and goodbyes we are so good at’. Death is one of the things 
we manage differently in Ireland. 

There are other versions of who we are that are much less complimentary, though 
even the Irish joke is enjoyed in Ireland. At school in the ’50s and ’60s I knew lots 
of jokes about Paddy Englishman, Paddy Irishman and Paddy Scotsman. If I 
remember rightly, Paddy Irishman was always more clever than the other two. There 
were jokes about rabbis and priests which Dave Allen developed. Allen’s jokes 
subverted the idea that the Irishman was simply stupid, which was common among 
English comedians alongside mother-in-law jokes. He took us to the wake and into 
the confession box because he knew what happened in those places. This was an 
advance on the joke that asked: Did you hear about the Irishman who bought a 
pair of water-skis and went looking for a lake that sloped? 

The sneering at the trail for Wild Mountain Thyme was the most acerbic response 
I remember in Ireland to the easy stereotyping of the Irish. Modern Ireland does 
not want to be thought quaint, rustic and superstitious any more. Yet these have 
been standard in the depiction of the country. Just as a film-maker presenting a 
documentary on India will want to include a shot of a tiger, despite the tiger having 
no place at all in the lives of a billion people there, when it comes to shooting 
Ireland, directors want images of roadside grottos or Falls Road murals. 

We are also routinely depicted as irresponsible, drunken, fanatical and 
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Margaret Noble, an Irish social 
worker, teacher and disciple of 
Swami Vivekananda who gave her 
the name Sister Nivedita. She 
opened a girls school outside 
Calcutta in 1898.

pugnacious. Margaret Noble, an Irishwoman who became a Hindu nun and an 
Indian nationalist is described by several of her biographers as having a fiery Celtic 
temperament. What this means is that she was moody, perhaps that she suffered a 
volatility that today would be diagnosed as bi-polar depression. But this shows that 
the notion of the Irish as emotionally extravagant had tempered even the 
understanding of educated Indians more than a hundred years ago. 

There are two considerations here: how others portray us and how we would 
like to be portrayed, and perhaps both, where they don’t actually overlap and one 
is as facile as the other. When to be Irish is to be part of a story driven by passion 
and to be characterised as naturally more sensitive, musical, eloquent and wronged 
than others, then it is an identity the romantic outsider might hope to have a share 
in. Every American president has to have had Irish roots and has to make a visit to 
the old homestead. Trump, having no poetry in his soul, didn’t make that essential 
pilgrimage though he bought land in the west and built a golf course in County 
Clare at Doonbeg, which he probably didn’t know means Little Fort. He would 
probably prefer to be identified with a Big Fort. 

The actor John Hurt thought that he would uncover his true Irish identity when 
he subjected his past to research for the TV programme Who Do You Think You 
Are? The problem was that he didn’t have one, and he conceded that the discovery 
was a huge disappointment. It took away from him a sense of who he was. This 
seemed unjust because he had Irish traits, that wit, that wry humour, the rugged 
rustic looks and the hair. 

Others have adopted an Irish identity and been accepted, like Michael 
MacLiammoir and Sean MacStiofain. MacLiammoir founded the Gate Theatre in 
Dublin. MacStiofain founded the Provisional IRA. Both went to excess, taking on 
Gaelic names which are even more rare in Ireland than the red hair you’d have to 
have if you were to appear in a magazine ad for Irish whiskey, though Photoshop 
can fix that for you now. 

It should be easy to establish yourself as Irish, even with an English accent, 
because there are more Irish in England than there are in Ireland. But there is a 
notion of Irish authenticity which can plague the lives of Irish grandchildren coming 
home for the summer with their English and American accents. 

But why should Ireland have distinctive characteristics? One reason is that it 
justifies national independence from Britain. Our determination to distinguish 
ourselves from the British, impossible as that is given how many of our cousins live 
in Britain now, includes not just a sense of historic grievance but also a notion that 
we are a better people than they are. 

One of the starkest examples of this idea is the Moving Hearts song, recorded 
also by Sinead O’Connor, Irish Way and Irish Laws: 

Eight hundred years we have been down,  
The secret of the water sound, 
Has kept the spirit of a man, 
Above the pain descending, above the pain descending. 

It says, ‘we are a river flowing’. 
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In other words, there is a pure Irish way of living that has been oppressed and 
contaminated but which survives still and which will ultimately prevail. When 
independence movements strengthened in India and Ireland at the start of the 
twentieth century, they made their separate cases for independence in similar ways. 
Margaret Noble and Patrick Pearse put together similar arguments that their 
countries needed to assert native cultural and religious traditions as grounds for 
rejecting government by Britain.  

The Irish stereotype of the lavish, affable, poetic, spiritual and volatile but 
fundamentally decent person is attractive for it being the opposite of the British 
stereotype of the staid, legalistic, class bound, English grocer or civil servant. The 
differences that Pearse sought to accentuate were religious and linguistic. 
Catholicism was at hand to appropriate but the language had to be revived. Noble, 
in India sought to retrieve Hinduism from the British perspective that it was 
heathen and brutal. Others, like Rabindranath Tagore adopted the same mission 
by trying to reshape Hinduism in the likeness of the Church of England through 
the Brahmo Samaj. 

It’s unlikely that a book like Patrick Riddell’s The Irish: Are They Real? would be 
published today with its simple unreserved racism. But the question remains: if one 
cannot make generalisations about Irish characteristics or Irish culture, then who 
or what are we talking about when we use the word Irish? Is Ireland merely a civil 
polity circumscribed by territory and the sea and the emerging concerns of 
successive generations? Some would tell us we owe a debt to history an obligation 
to preserve tradition. For Riddell the simplistic superficial cliches were sound 
assessments of Irish racial characteristics. We are a people who think of the law as 
a set of rough guidelines rather than clear rules. And we are so eloquent. We took 
the English language from the English and handed it back to them with a bit more 
dash and flare in it.  

Ireland, being Catholic got some reflected credit from the perception of hotter 
latin countries, for being similarly sentimental and spiritual. Which is not to say 
that that is true of the Italians and Spanish either, but that is their stereotype and 
we got included within it despite our cold climate. The problem for the Pearsian 
vision is that Ireland is secularising and the language revival has failed. The myth 
proposed then of a pure Irish people is maintained now without reference 
specifically to our Catholicism. 

Most countries probably have notions of their own exceptional character and 
these tropes have all probably also got darker versions. Fintan 

O’Toole has ascribed the rise of English nationalism and the Brexit 
vote to a sense of English exceptionalism. The US declares itself 
openly to be the ‘land of the free and the home of the brave’. But 
perhaps modern difficulties for both countries arise from the 

need to defend self-regard when its plausibility withers. 
In which case we might ask how Ireland too is to cope with the erosion of its 

foundation myths. Is Ireland a country or a state of mind? Perhaps it is 
natural for the people of a mass diaspora like Ireland’s to 

look for characteristics in themselves which they can 
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think of as distinctly Irish. What does Joe Biden mean when he says he is Irish? He 
means, at least, that he will take some responsibility for the old country’s welfare 
because that is where his forebears lived. But he also seems to imply that there is 
something of the old country’s ways in his character and his thinking. 

The preservation of the Irish language now is driven by sentiments that Pearse 
would not have shared. Now that we are to be Gaelic but not necessarily Catholic 
the language is celebrated as a link to ancient Irish spirituality and a connection 
with nature. Manchán Magan in promoting his book Thirty Two Words for Field 
has spoken of the connections between the Gaelic language and Sanskrit, the word 
Sidhe (fairy) apparently being like the Sanskrit word Siddhi (spiritual gifts). 

Ireland today has owned up to the dark side of its religious obsession, that it 
accorded too much power to the clergy and they used it, many of them, to seek 
consolation from the celibacy imposed on them, among the children that were sent 
to them for blessings and God’s forgiveness. But ditching the church does not mean 
losing the sense of spiritual distinction. It can even be seen as a step towards greater 
authenticity. 

For a hundred years, all of our history has been distorted when viewed through 
the lens of national struggle and the notion of a Catholic inheritance from ancient 
times. In consequence we have become blind to huge dramatic events in our past. 
The second chapter of the account of the rising of the United Irishmen is surely 
the role played by soldiers who fled after their defeat to Europe and fought for 
Napoleon. When Wellington confronted them at Waterloo, about a quarter of his 
own army was Irish and thousands of them died on that cramped battlefield. Men 
on both sides had developed their military skills in Antrim and Belfast. How can 
that not be a bigger part of our story than the trifling and bizarre antics of Robert 
Emmet? 

The second volume of the story of the famine in the 1840s is surely the 
American civil war with huge number of Irish soldiers fighting and dying on both 
sides. And following from that came the formation of the Fenians and their attempt 
to invade Canada and trade it with the British for Ireland. That was a more 
ambitious endeavour than shooting up O’Connell Street in 1916. 

The current Irish government is concerned to incorporate the diaspora. One 
part of this is to extend the vote for the presidency to the Irish abroad. Perhaps we 
have to go further to involve the diaspora’s experience in our basic history. Much 
as that involves correcting the silly romanticism that produces films like Wild 
Mountain Thyme, it also enables us to think of ourselves as a diverse global people. 
The outrage at our stereotyping in the trail for Wild Mountain Thyme is at least a 
revolt against the trite superficialities by which we have been understood and 
labelled and which we have ourselves indulged. But what is it saying beyond that? 
Does it suggest that we no longer feel any need to distinguish ourselves culturally? 
If that is the case, can we open ourselves up to the whole of our history and our 
varied and sometimes brutal and contradictory phases or will we baulk at 
discovering that nothing particularly distinguishes us for fear that suggests we are 
not really a nation? g
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Pussy 

I have come to the conclusion 
Cats are Mormons: 
It’s a good job I have two hands, 
When I stroke Bella  
I stroke Brittney, 
They stretch and purr,  
In ecstasy.  
If I only stroke Brittney 
Or only stroke Bella  
The one missing out 
Hisses, spits and claws 
At the other  

and me.  
But when I pet them both 
In synchronicity 
Their jealousy is subverted by 
Their selfish pleasure 
So that they are content 
To accept the attention  
The other gets,  
Like sister brides. 

Fourteen 

When I was fourteen 
as my province burned itself  
my father showed me 
a neat trick:  
scatter cinders and ashes 
from the hearth 
on the garden pad  
and in the dog’s pen, 
so in wintertime 
it won’t be so mucky. 
 
When he was fourteen 
in Jerusalem 
Tom Hurwitz 
was in the control room 
as his father directed  
tv coverage of Eichmann’s trial: 
 
Yehuda Bacon recounting 
how he’d been made 
to scatter the cinders and ashes 
from the furnaces 
on the path to the gas chambers 
to stop them being slippy in winter, 
the path he watched his father take 
in Auschwitz, 
when he was fourteen. 
 
Eichmann’s ashes were scattered 
in the Mediterranean  
fourteen hours after his execution.

Scythe 

It is a repressed soul that cries out for poetry 
or is assuaged by theatrical laughter  
and heart, the sharing of triumph and tragedy, 
as if life could be collective, there could be society.  
Hindsight or otherness permits us to wonder 
at the decisions and misdecisions of one another.  
The longings and long endurance of hardships; 
the ironies of success, folly and misfortune. 
Who wishes to listen to the mutterings of old men 
wandering in the overgrown gardens of derelict manorhouses? 
Rather, the psychadelic colours of rotting leaves; 
the patterns of their dance as the wind whips; 
the nesting of starlings under the eaves,    
and how they return as if uncles and aunts 
on childhood summer Sunday evenings, or like the visits 
of parental or conjugual embraces 
just before some evolutionary switch is flicked.  
The way Falloon’s terrier stopped 
chasing passing neighbours, nipping heels, 
as if reaching a certain age bestows resignation 
or some sudden wisdom burgeoning like sunshine 
when clouds finally unblock hidden rays. 
Though it is true, at a certain age, hopes are cropped; 
refinements are made. Then come bittersweet days: 
moments of love and nostalgia, 
regret and insomnia, 
when any distraction is welcome  
and all the effort, distortion, waste, renewal 
can be funnelled into a single drop 
of tart wine as the latest shower begins to drum.

Poems 

Niall McGrath 
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Nazareth Pandera (front left) next to Finola Cronin (flower in hair) 
in a piece by Pina Bausch

Small gestures and seeing voices 
The art of Pina Bausch and the  
importance of the non-verbal 
Anne Devlin 
 

Anne Devlin is a playwright, short story writer and essayist. She is an ACNI major artist.

The anti-war global sixties generation,  in reaction to 
post-war authoritarianism, forged a cultural response 
in every field of the arts; as influencers, even as they 
aged, this never really went out of fashion. If some 
were embracing popular culture as a means of 
liberation, others were unashamedly turning to 
embrace a creative elite. It took a miner’s son, 
Raymond Williams, later a Cambridge don, to set the 
guidelines for the Arts in Britain; it was to do with 
owning your own means of cultural expression. Not 
least of these new forms of cultural expression is the 
achievement of the German choreographer Pina 
Bausch. Born in 1945 she emerges from the 
generation who are intent on putting the mass 
choreography of the Nuremberg rallies behind them.  
Long before Brian Friel wrote Dancing at Lughnasa, 
in which the inner lives of the Mundy women are 
revealed in the moves of a dance, Bausch returned 
from the Julliard School in New York, where she 
trained as a ballet dancer, to Germany to make 
Wuppertal the centre for Tanztheater. It is an 
achievement which is celebrated in Chantal 
Ackerman’s documentary for TV, One Day Pina Said, 
shown recently at the Belfast International Festival of 
the Arts. 

I am only aware of Pina Bauch’s work via the 
screen: Wim Wenders original film Pina, made with 
her agreement (‘no biography’ and ‘no interviews’), a 
project interrupted by her death in 2009. She never 

does ask the dancers to role play, Wenders says, but to 
become more themselves. What is at the core of 
Tanztheater is that the brain is not at work here. The 
body is in advance of the brain. 

In the middle of a dark auditorium a woman 
wearing only knickers and high heels with an 
accordion at her breasts rehearses for us the gestures 
of the Seasons March: a line of women in 1930’s silk 
slip dresses and men in suits make their way towards 
her, performing the serial lateral gesture for each 
season. Later they will make a single line along the 
beach, more Fellini than Bergman.  

It is worth asking what is so acutely relevant about 
this choreographer who urgently chants: Dance, dance, 
or we are lost. Pina was 45 when Ackerman’s 
documentary was made in 1983. Chantal Ackerman, 
the daughter of a Polish holocaust survivor, was 10 
years younger. Among the thirty visually diverse young 
dancers, who make up the Wuppertal company, where 
the creative elite is also a community, thirteen 
nationalities are present. There are no principal 
dancers. All the dancers are principals. What the 
choreographer and film-maker share is a commitment 
to non-hierarchical structures and small gestures of 
beauty and grace. 

One Day Pina Said explores the choreographer’s 
method of asking the dancers questions, to get them 
to move. ‘What are you most proud off?’ Pina asks a 
young dancer. ‘I learned to sign in New York’, he says, 
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‘and I can sign The Man I Love.’ He 
demonstrates singing in English while 
moving his hands. When we return to 
the dancer, Lutz Foster, later his 
signing of Gershwin’s song becomes a 
dance, in which his hands appear as if 
they don’t belong to him, filmed in 
black out clothes against a black back 
drop. I am not the only person to have 
been distracted by the signer at the edge of a 
performance who is sometimes more animated than 
the players. Recognising the dramatic potential, 
Bausch will develop this signing sequence into a full-
length ballet Nelkin (Carnation). We are, in Oliver 
Sacks inimitable phrase, seeing voices. Framed as it is 
in the theatre, in a field of swaying pink carnations, it 
becomes a surrealist painting, and the dancers are the 
paint.  

In another dance the young Nazareth Pandera who 
has chosen to wear her round rimmed spectacles for 
most of her dances, suddenly appears without them, 
impassively enduring an assault: her nose is constantly 
tweaked and her arms, her ear lobes pinched, and the 
neck of her pastel lace dress pulled, while being jostled 
by a group of men. It is unbearably disturbing, until 
the footfalls of another woman slap the floor in 
passing, dragging away the swarm of attention by the 
turn of her head. The men in suits follow her in a long 
line imitating her moves, and this is the perception: 
they mirror her every gesture. This is politics with a 
small ‘p’; it is politics, nonetheless. 

The Public Dance Hall’s Act 1935, which policed 
the sexuality of women in Ireland, was the cultural 
hinterland of Finola Corin, another of the dancers 
among the nationalities who appear in One Day Pina 
Said. As she explains in Deirdre Mulroony’s book Irish 
Moves (2007), she spent 10 years with Pina’s company. 
It takes three to four months to produce a piece of 
choreography: a slow process, as everyone will have 
their opportunity. Pina had asked each to take their 
national folk dance and do something with it. Finola 
Corin describes a day in rehearsal in which she 
clamped her arms to her side and tried to hold her 
breath by dancing steps 1 to 7 in each direction. This 
was pre-Riverdance. Two other dancers came on with 

a stretcher and carried her away. Even 
post-Riverdance, in auditions for 
Titanic Town in 1998, we 
encountered schoolgirls with their 
arms firmly clamped to their sides. 
The rigidity which Cronin was 
sending up is still firmly in place. The 
suggestion that the gesture, clamped 
arms, displays an Irish fear of 

intimacy is robustly rejected by Declan Kiberd’s 
introduction to Irish Moves, as more likely a distrust 
of nature after the famine. At the heart of this 
enterprise is the desire to link the theatre of the spoken 
word to the theatre of the body. 

I have grappled for years with the problem of how 
to write about a mind which refuses to own its own 
experience. A hysteric will not hold a secret in their 
mind: it will go into a part of their body and become 
inaccessible to their mind. A doctor who has worked 
with torture victims told me recently that an extreme 
experience by-passes the left brain (naming) and 
lodges in the right brain (non verbal) where it quickly 
becomes forgotten. Group therapy is the most 
successful way to access deep trauma. Dissociation is 
a problem in a society recovering from violence. In 
The Body Keeps The Score Bessel Van Der Kolk stresses 
the importance of theatre and the performing arts in 
surviving trauma. If the gestures the body makes tell 
of the hidden experience there, it is written language 
which allows us to revisit the captured energy that 
holds the experience. Poets are also performing artists. 
In an online discussion No Word For Stay, a poetry 
jukebox at the Festival, Gail McConnell argued for the 
poem as a place where trauma could be negotiated.  
Her own poetry was a space where she could engage 
with her murdered father. The point that both she and 
Paul Muldoon made is that poetry allows the writer 
to ‘inhabit’ a state of mind they would otherwise not 
have access to. 

As I write this via the screen which shows me the 
world, the democratic donkey has turned into a 
unicorn and there is dancing on the streets of 
Philadelphia by Biden/Harris supporters; while CNN 
point out that 70 million people still voted for Donald 
Trump, the front of the Irish News shows Trump 

The front cover of Deirdre Mulrooney’s book  
shows Ninette de Valois top; and the Abbey 
Theatre Dancing At Lughnasa, bottom.



result of the Lyric Theatre’s lockdown, Catalyst Dance 
Festival suddenly appeared online recently to showcase 
work of Dance in Theatre Northern Ireland. Curated 
by Eileen McClory (Cuck)  including  Gary Rowntree-
Finley (Togetherness) and Ayesha Mailey (See Me 
Disappear). I found it intense and sonic, poetic, and 
raw, prompting that visually we must be prepared to 
overhaul our artistic practices: heralding, I hope, a new 
era of collaboration between playwrights and 
choreographers. Yet, as Finola Cronin has observed, 
the kind of innovative work that emerged in the 80s 
was only possible because of the huge German 
financial subsidies. Wim Wenders believed that the 
only way to reproduce the ‘live’ theatre experience of 
Pina Bausch’s work was to use 3D: to place one camera 
on top of the other, to recreate the distance between 
the eyes, and amplify the light directed at the images. 
It is a measure of what we are missing.
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supporters have turned up outside the count in 
Maricopa in Arizona with long range rifles. Dancing 
versus guns: is that not always the difference?  The 
nearest I have come recently to dancing in the street 
was June 2018 behind Rita Duffy’s banner of Venus 
Rising from a Belfast Sink, after Botticelli. She asked 
the Orangemen at Carlisle Circus for their shoulder 
holsters to mount her banner; walking  from the 
Titanic slipway to Belfast City Hall was how we 
celebrated 100 years of votes for women.  

What is striking about Pina Bausch’s dancers is 
their thinness, the women braless, and Pina is herself 
very lean. Addicted to ballet stories in the girl’s comics, 
I wanted once to be a dancer. In the stories when a girl 
failed to be a ballerina, it was because she grew too tall. 
No one ever got too fat. I fear the return of the fat girl 
in lockdown. Which is why I so loved Sarah Gavron’s 
treatment of teenage girls and dance in her film Rocks. 
The largest girl in the group of young black 
schoolgirls, is both the main character, and one of the 
most beautiful movers. The real friendship between 
the girls is revealed in the dance class in a sequence at 
the heart of the film. A girl is abandoned 
by her mother, leaving her to bring up her 
brother; this is a catastrophe that does not 
become traumatic because the principal 
character’s relationship is truthful 
authentic friendship with the other 
girls.  

It is five years since Waking the 
Feminists, birthed by Lian Bell in the 
Abbey Theatre, drew attention to the 
social displacement of women in the 
industry, reminding us that it is 
collective recognition of the problem 
of invisibility that is key to our 
mental and creative health. A 

g

Rita Duffy with her banner, 
celebrating 100 Years of 

Votes for Women,  
June 2018
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It is strange, almost eery, to read books foreshadowing the virus. Carmen Maria 
Machado’s short story collection Her Body and Other Parties (2017) was prescient 
in that it features a woman writing an inventory of her past loves as she heads alone 
to an island, ‘the virus blooming on the horizon like a sunrise’. It’s likely that this 
style of introspection in a futuristic setting will become our literary ‘new norm’. 
Viruses, however, can no longer dominate dystopian literature since they’ve become 
our reality, so instead of V for Virus we’ll be moving into V for Vendetta territory, 
focusing on governments who curtail our civil liberties and on anti-authoritarian 
rebels like the arsonists in Jan Carson’s The Fire Starters.  

This year, society has edged closer towards the theocratic world of The Hand-
maid’s Tale. Being escorted through a pub to an isolated table feels like a throwback 
to the Puritan era where commingling was banned. Alternate worlds are being fur-
ther promulgated by conspiracy theorists. The arrival of the virus was shrouded in 
mystery and misinformation and it simply snowballed from there. QAnon makes 
even The Da Vinci Code seem rational. 

I also predict a new trend for the Gothic. It’s no coincidence that one of its 
biggest exponents, Edgar Allan Poe, almost died himself during the 1832 cholera 
pandemic. How can writers not be influenced by the tales of Italians quarantined 
for days with the corpses of their family members? There was also a recent news 
story about mask-refusers in Indonesia being sentenced to lie in a coffin which 
makes our system of fines look positively benign. 

Of course, it could be argued that readers will be reaching for comforting 
family sagas over the next few years but cosy escapism is always in demand. It’s 
true we’ve rediscovered the importance of family during coronavirus, reinforced 
through constant government guidelines about ‘the household’, but I believe that 
extreme times result in extreme literature.  

@50
rtnightfo

How will Coronovirus 
change Irish literature? 

Rosemary Jenkinson 

Rosemary Jenkinson is a short story writer, playwright  
and ACNI Major Artist

Since the pandemic began, I’ve been 
wondering how it will change literary 
consciousness and the shape of the arts. As scientists have 
been busy outlining the trajectory of the virus, it seems 
timely to come up with my own potential outcomes in 
literature and drama. New perspectives are poised to make 
their impact.
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It wasn’t surprising to hear that a new film is to be written about Captain Tom 
Moore. His story fits perfectly with an English cultural imagination that equates 
World War II to the battle against coronavirus. In fact, I’m quite certain that in 
Boris’s floppy-haired head Covid-19 is fictionalised as World War III. Whenever I 
go shopping in the Co-op, the public service announcement in a Home Counties 
accent tells me, ‘Be a local hero and observe social distancing.’ I find it risible that 
heroism is applied to what is no more than common-sense self-protection. Obeying 
a government rule hardly transforms us overnight into Douglas Bader! 

Irish fiction has always been conservative, as evinced by the stir created by the 
sex scenes in Sally Rooney’s Normal People. Recently, there’s been an efflorescence 
of younger female writers writing confessionally on ‘first world problems’ and re-
lationships, but after a long period of austerity followed by enforced separation 
due to Covid-19, surely we’re about to launch into the amoral, libertarian equivalent 
to the Roaring Twenties. Personally, I’ll be accepting every invitation going and 
will be available for weddings, wakes, bar mitzvahs and illegal raves. Lockdown 
has expunged spontaneity, confirming to me that the true magic of life occurs in 
chance meetings and happenings. A wilder experimentation in our private lives is 
bound to be reflected in literature. Our aspirations and dreams may engender a 
new work of art to rival that twenties classic, The Great Gatsby.  

A reaction against conservatism could herald a rise in erotic literature although 
I think our desire for physical proximity goes even deeper than that. Social 
distancing has evoked a renewed longing for intimacy. At night, I dream of being 
hugged, enveloped in kisses and held tight. By day, however, the only body I long 
for is an antibody against Covid! 

The ludicrous lockdown rules imposed at the whim of government leaders, 
who even more ludicrously can’t seem to adhere to their own guidelines, should be 
the perfect target for satire. Theatre is the ideal medium, but the irony is that 
theatres are closed. Satirical voices like those of David Ireland, Abbie Spallen and 
Stacey Gregg would have had a field day lampooning SAGE who, due to the lack 
of data about the virus, have directed new government policy on the hoof. It’s a 
world of graphs and histograms running riot and I’ve seen more adjusted figures 
than on a dodgy tax form. In this crazy viral world, scientists are not predictors as 
much as prophesiers. 

A month before lockdown I was preparing to write a satire on Boris Johnson 
only for it to be cancelled. Boris must be delighted that his reign has coincided 
with the closure of theatres, rendering playwrights toothless, meaning he has no 
incentive whatsoever to find extra funds for their reopening. The Chancellor Rishi 
Sunak mentioned, ‘It’s certainly possible to do theatrical performances online … 
and for new business models to emerge.’ It certainly is possible in the short term 
to record a few plays and put them online, but there is not a large enough audience 
willing to pay, bearing in mind all the competition from YouTubers and TikTokers. 
Considering that the whole point of theatre is its liveness, a recorded play is 
nothing more than a cheap film. It’s laughable how people in power trot out ‘new 
business models’ in relation to an art form that’s existed for over two millennia. 

I don’t believe theatre will change its way of working but it will certainly bounce 

One of the pandemic heroes Captain 
Tom Moore walked one hundred laps 
of his garden to raise money for the 
Captain Tom Foundation to support 
various charities.



42 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

ARTS

back. In spite of the government pressure on artists to retrain in cyber, I can’t 
imagine any artist switching to such a soulless career. Poverty will breed more 
writers than ever, as pen, paper and PC cost little. 

For many years, Northern Irish literature has been obsessed by the Troubles, so 
perhaps coronavirus can open our eyes to global issues and free us from parochial 
concerns with our own past. It was wonderful that a novel about the Troubles, 
Milkman, won the Man Booker Prize in 2018, but the problem is it hardly acts as 
a catalyst for writers to explore contemporary themes. Coronavirus has also relegated 
the importance of Brexit. A year ago, I’d written a dystopian play imagining a no 
man’s land on the Irish border, but who could possibly have envisaged that, this 
autumn, Donegal would become a no-go area to travelers. While we’re not quite 
at the level of the shoot-to-kill policy at North Korean borders, we’re subject to a 
similar paranoia. 

In September, Fintan O’Toole wrote an interesting article for The Irish Times 
about how coronavirus might ultimately be good for the arts, citing how writers 
like Hilary Mantel have learnt to see the world differently through their insight 
into illness and pain. I know it’s early days in the pandemic, but the only Northern 
Irish writer I know to have contracted the virus is Myra Zepf, so Fintan’s hypothesis 
may not affect writers to the extent he’s projected. I think the real influence on 
writers is rooted in the physical confines and mental entrapment we’re experiencing. 
During this pandemic, it’s hard not to fall prey to group hysteria. The character to 
resonate most with these fearful times is Chicken Licken, the catastrophist who 
believed that the sky was falling down after an acorn hit his head. 

I’ve noticed that my own work is becoming more preoccupied with the surreal. 
I recently wrote a short story about a woman walled in like an anchorite by her 
own books, questioning whether reading can be a liberation, an escape or even a 
trap. As the months fade into each other, I find myself more and more drawn to 
the metaphysical. Human constructs to make the world seem safer like social dis-
tancing have become frustrating and we all long to pass through limens into 
different imaginative worlds. On this fragile friable earth the only thing we can be 
certain about is uncertainty.  

One huge positive of lockdown has been an opportunity for reassessment. It’s 
common for writers to contemplate our own mortality because one of the biggest 
themes of literature is death, but 2020 has highlighted our moribundity even 
more. The all-pervading silence from March to June made ashrams of our own 
rooms and was conducive to spirituality and thoughts of contemptus mundi. Some-
times it takes you to stare into the void in order to know what can fill it. Every 

single one of us has changed and we don’t need a scientist with a Venn diagram 
or a pie chart to prove this. Art steps in when science fails and, whether it be 
dystopian, gothic, erotic, hedonistic, satirical, spiritual or surreal, the course 

of Irish literature will be altered forever.  g
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In Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, 
Ebenezer Scrooge is visited by the ghost of 
his former business partner Joseph Marley 
who returns to haunt him one cold 
winter’s night. ‘No rest, no peace. 
Incessant torture of remorse,’ he tells 
Scrooge, informing him that he will be 
visited by three spirits, the Ghosts of 
Christmas Past, Present and Future. It is 
difficult to read books on the Troubles 
without feeling a little like Scrooge. We 
are haunted by the Troubles in the same 
way he is haunted by these apparitions. 
Unlike Scrooge, who soon comes to see 
the error of his ways, our penance is to 
forever blame other people for our own 
mistakes. This is certainly evident in each 
of the books under review. 

Ian Cobain’s Anatomy of a Killing places 
the micro-history of the murder of an 
RUC officer, Constable Millar 
McAllister, in a broader context. Cobain 
tells the story of McAllister’s death in 
forensic detail. History is a web of 
coincidences and Cobain reveals that 
this was the first IRA murder of a police 

officer in Lisburn since the group assassinated District 
Inspector Oswald Swanzy six decades earlier. Cobain’s 
book records the IRA’s plan to kill McAllister, the 
volunteers they selected to carry out the killing, the 
weapons they used to arm them, and the minute by 
minute reconstruction of the murder. An unfortunate 
missing piece in this jigsaw is the impact the killing 
had on Millar McAllister’s family and friends. Cobain 
tried and failed to gain the cooperation of the dead 
officer’s family, which, some might argue, serves to 
silence the victim further while amplifying the voices 
of his killers. 

None of the perpetrators interviewed for Anatomy 
of a Killing express what might pass for regret or 
remorse for their actions. A generation after the guns 
fell silent and a peace process emerged, one would 
have expected some attempt by the IRA squad to seek 
out a form of reconciliation for what they did. Not a 
bit of it. Instead we find unapologetic IRA volunteers 
who appear to sleep soundly in their beds at night, 
proud of what they did. Cobain examines some of the 
academic literature to ascertain what drove them to do 
what they did. Here we find the account thick with 
bold brushstrokes pointing to structural and historical 
forces that somehow propelled individuals into the 
circumstances where they murdered a man in front of 
his young son. Unfortunately, this tends to blot out 
the rough edges of intersection between individual 
motives and group dynamics, like peer pressure or 
internal IRA discipline, which help us better 
understand the broader tapestry surrounding this 
human tragedy. Apart from this small quibble, 
Anatomy of a Killing is a fine book, very much the 
product of serious research and prodigious analysis. 

Liam Kennedy’s Who was Responsible for the 
Troubles? is an equally fascinating cross-examination 

Blame games 
Aaron Edwards 
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of the historical record in light of its 
bloody tapestry of death, destruction 
and mayhem. Professor Kennedy 
suggests that many of the structural 
reforms were in place by the early 
1970s, thereby removing the raison 
d’être of the IRA’s armed struggle. By 
then, however, the security situation was spiralling out 
of control, prompting a seemingly endless cycle of 
coercion, revenge and retribution. Today, we are still 
living with the legacy of that violent past, which, as 
Liam Kennedy concludes, means any kind of 
progressive politics ‘is unlikely to be built on twisted 
folk histories and rationalisations of past atrocity’. 
Much of the book is dedicated to an analysis of the 
social control exerted by paramilitary organisations. 
Here we find the painful stories of broken bones, 
exiling, shunning, shaming and killing that constitute 
the ugly face of the conflict, made all the more 
insidious by its ethno-national trappings. 

Professor Kennedy does not shy away from 
attempting to reset our moral compass in showing us 
the consequences of the mobilisations by the more 
extreme fringes of loyalism and republicanism. The 
horror of realising that many of us, to some degree, 
turned a blind eye to the violence in our midst is only 
really counter-balanced by the reality that terrorism 
remained a minority sport and that some people took 
risks to face down its brutality. Liam Kennedy is one 
of those who descended from the ivory tower to 
challenge the ‘punishment’ attacks 
meted out to some of his fellow citizens. 
I recall interviewing one former 
paramilitary several years ago who told 
me he was ‘embarrassed’ at having 
presided over some 50 of these 
‘punishments’ on people in his own 
community. He expressed little personal 
regret as he recalled his self-appointed 
‘policing’ function, perhaps belying an 
equally misguided view that his time 
would have been better spent attacking 
people on the other side of the fence. Professor 
Kennedy’s impeccable work of scholarship records 
these contradictions but also shows us how we can 

learn from them, lest we should find 
ourselves spectators in a re-run of the tragedy 
of the past. 

Liam Ó Ruairc’s Peace or Pacification? is a 
present-centred audit of the peace process. 
‘The origin of this conflict lies in the British 
state’s refusal to recognise the right of the 

people of Ireland as a whole to self-determination, for 
which it had massively voted in 1918’, he concludes, 
which sets the tone for the remainder of his book. Ó 
Ruairc identifies partition as the perennial cause of all 
of Ireland’s ills and, perhaps unsurprisingly, refuses to 
take Unionism seriously, decrying their ‘artificial 
majority’ in Northern Ireland. Although he brushes 
aside Unionist views on sovereignty as an important 
rationale for their support for Brexit, he does have 
plenty to say about European views on partition. 

Ó Ruairc recounts the publicity stunt by EU 
politician Guy Verhofstadt, in which he pondered the 
ethno-national preference of a herd of meandering 
cows as he stood on the Irish border in 2017. The 
irony of a visiting Belgian politician – himself from a 
divided society, albeit one fractured along linguistic 
fault-lines – labelling ethno-national identities in 
Ireland as an ‘illogical divide’, is lost on Ó Ruairc. 
Alluding to Surrealism, Verhofstadt conjures the ghost 
of fellow countryman René Magritte in pointing out 
that “This is Not a Border”, a pronouncement worthy 
of caricature, the constraints of my word count do not 
permit. Suffice to say, not everyone agreed with 

Magritte’s absurdism either – nor did he 
believe they should. 

There is much that is illuminating about 
Ó Ruairc’s book. His lively critique of the 
neo-liberal trappings of the peace process is 
rewarding to read, especially as he builds on 
Professor John Nagle’s characterisation of 
Northern Ireland as a ‘Potemkin Village’. 

As we face more deadly security threats in 
the world today, all three books remind us 
of the dangers of thinking about the past in 
too uncritically a manner. In their own ways, 

the authors recognise that Northern Ireland remains 
haunted by its past, though by confronting our ghosts, 
as Scrooge did, we may be capable of change. g
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A Ghost in the Throat is a quest story, a 
personal story, and the story of an 
overpowering sense of affinity. It is also, as 
the author announces at the start of the 
book and repeats more than once as a 
statement of principle, “a female text”. 
That’s to say, it engages to the full with 
bodily functions and compulsions, with 
intimacy, maternity, attention to detail, 
and so forth. These and other facets of 
domestic life preoccupy the author. But, 
like Sylvia Plath in her poem “Stings”, 
Doireann Ni Ghriofa is no drudge and 
pursues the scholarly and exhilarating 
objective at the heart of her narrative with 
a quirky intensity. The “ghost in the 
throat” is a voice out of the Irish past, the 
voice of Eibhlin Dubh Ni Chonaill, 
whose outcry over the body of her 
murdered husband continues to resonate 
after more than two centuries. 

 

Doireann Ni Ghriofa first encountered the poem, 
“Caoineadh Airt Ui Laoghaire” (“Lament for Art O 
Laoghaire”), as a restive schoolgirl and didn’t pay too 
much attention to it. So her strong response to its 
distinctive note of lamentation was delayed by a year 
or two. But the poem stayed with her, half 
subconsciously and half as an adjunct to her daily life 
– and when she eventually succumbed to its 
strangeness and power, she did it without restraint. For 
her, the Caoineadh became something of a talisman, a 
source of creative sustenance, and a measure of female 
indomitability. A poet herself, she set about translating 
it, as well as elucidating and appraising it, and the 
more she found out, the more she was drawn in to its 
inscape and its environs. 

The “Lament for Art O Laoghaire” was already 
pretty well known, of course, and many adept 
translations had come into being: those by Eilis Dillon, 
Frank O’Connor and Thomas Kinsella, for example. 
While paying tribute to these, Ni Ghriofa felt they had 
left something wanting – a sense of female autonomy, 
perhaps. Every introductory note attached to the 
poem, she found, “placed” its author in relation to a 
couple of men, her husband Art O Laoghaire and her 
nephew Daniel O’Connell. The first we’re aware of 
from the title of the Caoineadh on, and the second – 
well, the role of aunt does not sit well with the 
distraught young woman whose grief and outrage 
come searing off the page. The fact that her older 
brother’s son has gone down in history as the Liberator 
isn’t in itself especially relevant to the story of Eibhlin 
Dubh. 

Early readers of the poem in English would also 
have gleaned comparatively little information about 
the circumstances surrounding it. Yes, the year of the 
tragedy was 1771, during the Penal era in Ireland, 
when – among other disadvantages – no Catholic was 
permitted to own a horse valued at more than £5 00. 
Yes, Art O Laoghaire was killed by a Protestant named 
Morris for refusing to hand over his famous mare in 
exchange for that paltry sum. That’s about it as far as 
the schoolroom version of the Caoineadh is concerned. 
But now comes Doireann Ni Ghriofa who isn’t 
remotely satisfied by the meagre and fleshless outline 

The Act of Union   
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of the story, or any “lazy variant” thereof.  She sets 
herself the task of uncovering its defining elements, its 
intricacies and its atmosphere – and, in the event, 
makes an utterly enticing enterprise of it. 

She starts in Derrynane – Doire Naomh Fhionan, 
the oak grove of Saint Finan – where Eibhlin Dubh 
was born c. 1743 alongside her twin sister Maire (they 
were known at home as Nelly and Mary). Her mother, 
Maire Ni Dhonnaibhain Dhubh, in the course of her 
marriage gave birth to 22 children, 
of whom 12 survived. (A feat you 
feel Doireann Ni Ghriofa would 
have liked to emulate, given half a 
chance.) Ni Ghriofa sets out from 
Cork, where she lives, driving all the 
way to the Kerry forest and seashore 
where Nelly and Mary would have 
scampered about, playing and 
arguing and enjoying an affluent 
upbringing. (Though Catholic, the 
O’Connell family lived far enough 
from the centre of things to be 
affected only minimally by the Penal 
Laws.) Nelly’s headstrong streak 
manifested itself early, and to 
disembarrass themselves of their unruly daughter, her 
parents married her off, at 14, to an old man who lived 
a five hours’ ride away. But he died within six months, 
leaving Nelly – Eibhlin – free to follow her heart’s 
desire when handsome Art O Laoghaire appeared 
before her bedazzled gaze, mounted on his slender 
mare in the market square of the town of Macroom, 
all dash and glamour and manly defiance. “I fled my 
companions with you,/to soar far from home with 
you.” 

So she did, “and never did I regret it”, as gifts and 
blessings are showered on her, and an abundance of 
love, companionship and comfort prevails. Two sons 
are born, and Eibhlin Dubh is pregnant again on that 
terrible day when her husband’s riderless horse comes 
whinnying home, reins trailing and saddle drenched 
in blood, to fetch her away to her ultimate desolation. 

A stark scene follows: the lonesome furze bush, the old 
woman spreading her cloak about the corpse, the 
blood still spurting from Art O Laoghaire’s wounds – 
and Eibhlin Dubh not trying to staunch the flow, but 
gathering the blood in the palms of her hands and 
drinking it. It’s a shocking and primitive gesture which 
speaks of the utmost anguish and loss. 

    This much is contained in the Caoineadh, which 
quickly passed into the oral culture of the hidden 

Ireland (Daniel Corkery’s term). No 
doubt it gained embellishments and 
additions as it circulated – though you’d 
have to say it remained remarkably 
consistent on the whole. It wasn’t 
written down until the middle part of 
the nineteenth century, when a woman 
called Honoria Singleton – or Nora Ni 
Shindile – transcribed all 36 verses of it, 
in Irish and English. This is the 
wellspring – but Doireann Ni Ghriofa 
has consulted every available 
manuscript, archive and reminiscence of 
the era, in the effort to trace and 
reinstate the author of the Caoineadh. A 
Ghost in the Throat, however, is no dry 

academic undertaking. It is luminous and clairvoyant. 
And the way Ni Ghriofa’s own life in present-day Cork 
is intertwined with that of Eibhlin Dubh suggests an 
almost uncanny access of empathy. 

What we get is a female text, indeed, and it comes 
with all the hustle and bustle of household activity, 
child-rearing etc., not to mention the breast pumps 
and caesarean sections and colostrum and placentas 
and catheters and nappies and incubator vigils and so 
on, at which the squeamish reader may baulk. It is, 
however, all of a piece, mysteriously integrated and full 
of integrity. Both feminine and feminist, and for the 
most part uniquely spellbinding, A Ghost in the Throat 
carries a deep fascination all its own, as the process of 
investigation, reclamation and illumination is vividly 
recounted.            g

books
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There’s a book I like to revisit called 
Irish Folk, Trad & Blues: A Secret History. 
Basically, it’s a collection of newspaper 
features from Colin Harper and Trevor 
Hodgett. Published in 2004, it 
remembers the sidemen and the 
significant women, the singers, players 
and originators who have gifted this 
island so much significant art. And 
while the authors allow space for Van 
Morrison, Rory Gallagher and Máire 
Brennan, what mostly occupies Colin 
and Trevor is the subset of lesser-known 
names and modest pioneers.  

 
So, they chart the renegade manoeuvres of Sweeney’s 
Men, having messy fun with the folk tradition. The 
book celebrates Jim Daly, playing blues piano on 
Cromac Street, Belfast, on talking terms with Son 
House, Sonny Terry and Mississippi Fred McDowell. 
The stories are tremendous and they arrive directly 
from the source. Many of the figures are now dead and 

so the book provides a vital legacy. This collection, 
combined with the inspiring 1987 work, Irish Rock by 
Mark J Prendergast, showed us a great continuum of 
songs, voices and encounters. It makes you feel proud 
to be in this creative swirl and you also feel humbled 
by the expanse of the story. There’s so much to 
discover and admire.  

More recent books have furthered the narrative in 
the north. Brian Dempster’s Tracking Jazz opens the 
story with a 1929 gig in Belfast when the Noble Sissle 
Orchestra pitched up at the Empire Theatre, 
apparently with Sidney Bechet in the band. 
Meantime, 60s Belfast is remembered by Jackie 
McAuley’s I, Sideman and Bill Morrison’s Big Hand 
for the Band. Dana, Phil Coulter and Michael Bradley 
have written up a Derry perspective. Terri Hooley 
embroiders his stories of subculture and the 
underground press in Hooleygan while Malachi 
O’Doherty remembers the 1969 wash-out that was 
the Pop for Peace concert in his memoir, Fifty Years 
On.  

A kind of collegiate energy is filling the gaps and 
putting the music histories on record. Meantime, you 
will need a yard of shelf space for all the Van Morrison 
books. But still you worry that some of the other 
names have been badly served. Songwriter David 
McWilliams is one. Another is Ottilie Patterson, raised 
in Comber and a vocalist with Chris Barber’s Jazz 
Band. Her vocals had the blues verve of Bessie Smith 
but her work was framed in the trad jazz era, which is 
generally unloved these days. Visiting Spotify interest 
is minimal and even the excellent jazz-skiffle history 
by Billy Bragg, Roots Radicals and Rockers, reveals little 
enthusiasm for Patterson. 

There was a sympathetic interview with the singer 
in Just Jazz in 2007 but the most memorable profile 
is a 1998 Irish News piece by Trevor Hodgett, 
reprinted in Irish Folk, Trad & Blues. It’s a positive 
account of dues paid, a high profile job with Barber’s 
band and then exciting times with the likes of Sister 
Rosetta Tharpe and Muddy Waters. She was sharing 
a festival bill with Duke Ellington, endorsed by the 
blues artists but also party to fractious experience 
followed by a rather bitter retirement from music.  
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books

A new book, How Belfast Got the Blues, intends to 
tell us more. Sure enough, there’s evidence of helpful 
research as several associates tell fresh stories and radio 
archive is sourced. The British National Jazz Archive 
and the Public Records Office for Northern Ireland 
reveal some of the singer’s lyrics and artifacts. There’s 
also a useful passage on how some of the trad jazz 
community welcomed the introduction of Chicago-
style electric guitar. Ottilie was for this urbanisation 
of the form, and thus she encouraged 
the next era of Anglo-Irish rhythm 
and blues. An encounter between 
herself and Brian Jones after one of 
her gigs in Cheltenham is a symbolic 
moment, effectively confirming the 
works of a future Rolling Stone.  

The book rightly points out the 
difficulties of a female artist in a 
chauvinist industry. Yellowing 
headlines reveal dismissive lines. 
Ottilie’s little-known lyrics show a 
capacity to invest the blues with her 
own, Irish perspective. So pleasingly, 
we return to her music with a better 
contextual understanding. In time, 
other parts of the history will out, but this is a 
welcome advance.  

McLaughlin and Braniff are much less generous to 
the likes of Trevor Hodgett, who made the investment 
in time and shoe leather to secure this important 
Ottilie interview (the singer died in 2011). They opine 
that Harper and Hodgett’s work provides “semi-
academic legitimation” of the story. What follows is a 
critique of the newspaper piece, the “gendered rock 
discourse”, the issue of her nationality and the fact that 
he does not “elaborate” on a mention of her later 
work. There are more than four pages of prissy critique 
of Trevor’s piece. Of course the writing is not beyond 
reproach, but one of the features of this book is a 
point-scoring tendency, dismissing many of the 
writers who have spoken to the primary sources and 
enriched the public record.  

How Belfast Got The Blues is a strained balance of 
desk research, occasional interviews and analysis. It 
arrives out of academia, it assumes certain standards 
and much of the time it provides us with citations and 
references that will enable future scholars. But there’s 

also a tendency in this field for maverick voices and 
intellectual play. At its best, this syndrome can gift us 
the likes of Lipstick Traces by Greil Marcus, ostensibly 
a live review of a Sex Pistols gig that becomes a 
labyrinthine tale of sedition, noise, Lettrism and 
hound dogs. Likewise, England’s Dreaming by Jon 
Savage, a stimulating review of punk rock that’s alive 
to the socio-political backdrop. These are great, 
timeless publications. How Belfast Got The Blues tries 

to walk the walk, but too often it is 
posturing and ingracious.  

The book aims to deconstruct 
various mythologies. The famous 
debut of Them with Van Morrison at 
Belfast’s Maritime Hotel on April 17 
1964 is often cited as a ‘year zero’ 
moment, when attitude and 
vernacular blues took precedence over 
showbusiness and tame imitation. 
The story of Them’s artistic integrity 
has been contested for decades, 
chiefly by the writer Johnny Rogan, 
who has detailed the influence of 
Philip and Mervyn Solomon over the 
business of Irish music. Without the 

Solomon brothers, Rogan argues, there might not 
have been a flourishing Van career. McLaughlin and 
Braniff also aim to dismantle the story, suggesting that 
Van had been talent-spotted long before the Maritime 
booking and that the band members and the intrepid 
Maritime gig promoters (‘The Three Js’) were all 
incidental to these machinations. There’s even a 
supposition that teenage Van had been sent off to 
Germany with the Monarchs beforehand to toughen 
him up. This seems unlikely. And while there seems 
to have been contact from the authors with Them 
guitarist Billy Harrison and producer Peter Lloyd, 
their resultant quotes are innocuous and there’s no 
evidence that they’ve been confronted about the 
Maritime origin story and its due demolition plan.  

This book has supplanted a possible PR myth with 
an academic conspiracy and thus it becomes 
wearisome to read. Dates and timelines are discussed 
in detail but without a smoking gun, it is merely a 
surmisal. Every triangulation point back to the 
Solomons is obsessively done.  




