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Sustaining and improving the 
institutions 

The focus of this issue is on what needs to be
done to sustain and improve the efficacy of the 
wide range of institutions set up under the 
Agreement. Alan Whysall of Pivotal argues that 
there is a need for more and better independent 
bodies to assist and monitor the work of the 
Executive. Mark Durkan argues that there are 
elements of the original Good Friday Agreement 
that need to be restored, notably the collective 
procedures for the election of the First and Deputy 
First Ministers rather than the DUP/Sinn Fein 
duopoly negotiated in the St Andrew’s 
amendments. 

The articles by Rory Montgomery and Katy 
Hayward, based on their presentation at a recent 
Cardiff conference on the role of the European 
Union in peace-building, argue that there is a 
similar need for a new focus on the better working 
of the North/South and East/West Strands of the 
Agreement and for the involvement of civic society 
at all levels. This was a key element in the overall 
package negotiated in 1998 by the two 
governments with support from the European 
Union and the United States. A revived effort by all 
these external parties to work together in support 
of the settlement rather than pursuing their own 
ideological interpretations of what they consider to 
be he essentials of the Agreement is still necessary 
to smooth the current tensions within the Executive 
and the Assembly. 

The overall lesson is that in a divided society like 
Northern Ireland – and in a even more disparate 
and conflicted state like Afghanistan as argued by 
Michael Semple – a collective overall strategy by 
external players is essential to the maintenance of 
internal peace and stability. 
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How can the institutions deliver better? 
Alan Whysall 
 

Alan Whysall is a former NIO civil servant, now at UCL’s Constitution Unit, and Trustee of Pivotal

When the public are polled, they usually express 
a strong wish to see the devolved institutions survive 
and thrive; but a much dimmer view is taken of the 
performance of the institutions. This article 
considers why, and what can be done.  

The weaknesses  

We have a seriously underperforming economy, 
continuing social fractures and struggling public 
services. The think tank Pivotal has drawn attention 
to some of the key weaknesses that merit attention 
as the Assembly returns in its Tracker report this 
month. The most painfully obvious one is the state 
of the health service. In the medium term, the 
generally low levels of skills and productivity in our 

economy risk holding us back gravely. We fail 
almost completely to look at the long-term, as in 
the field of climate change.  

There are many other such weaknesses. They 
flow from a long-standing neglect of public policy, 
outside the traditional areas of contentious public 
debate: that is much of the economic, social and 
public service domain. Our politics were long 
shaped by the community and cultural divide, and 
dominated by security and constitutional issues. 
Economic, social and public service questions did 
not figure largely in the founding document of our 
present political arrangements, the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement. Those arrangements were not 
designed with any close eye on administrative 
efficacy.  

In its context, that was understandable: the 
Agreement was focused on bridging the community 
divide and embodying the result in political 
institutions. But there was probably too easy an 
assumption among those negotiating it that once 
the institutions were functioning, other things 
would come right automatically.   

Other factors have at times turned the public off 
the institutions as well. Lapses in standards – the 
whiff of corruption, favours done by ministers and 

Big politics is dominating debate again, with the 
existence of the devolved institutions apparently under 
threat. In such circumstances, all considerations of 
economic and social policy, and performance of the 
public services, tend to get swept from the headlines. 
But we ought not to neglect them.

Robin Swann, Minister for Health
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special advisers for friends – profoundly tarnish 
public impressions. So too do doubts about 
competence. All of this was in evidence in 
the RHI affair – which might have had 
significant consequences had Covid not 
seized public attention. Many also despair 
of the institutions precisely because they 
are dominated by the traditional divisive 
debate that displaces these other 
considerations.  

This is not to point fingers at 
politicians generally. The devolved 
institutions have had some significant 
successes: they have attracted large 
amounts of foreign direct investment, and 
some parts of the economy like cyber 
security and the creative industries have 
thrived with official backing, at least until 
threatened by Covid.  

There are constructive and competent figures in 
all parties. To some extent the deficiencies here are 
the product of the political culture we find ourselves 
in. We need to support the constructive forces. And 
the great majority of politicians are not corrupt. But 
it is important to do better. Good government and 
sound public policy are evidently valid objectives. 
The areas where we fall down are ones that carry 
significant human consequences, and the failure to 
address impending public policy challenges risks 
future peace and prosperity.  

 But there is a broader significance in Northern 
Ireland: because successful devolved institutions 
underpin political stability. If they are delivering, 
the public, and the people within them, will be 
more resistant to seeing them overturned.  

Why have we not done better?  

In a system with effectively no alternative 
government, unpopular decisions necessary in 
the longer term interest might be easier. But this 
does not appear to be so with us. Because our 
politics remain fraught, it has been thought 
important not to offend some interests, and 
provision of sweeteners has been regularly 
considered necessary. And as Westminster has 
realised the frailty of the arrangements, it has often 

provided more money. So the classic response from 
Stormont to social or economic problems has been 

to seek extra funds from the Treasury. 
Northern Ireland has the highest rate of 
public spending per head in the UK.   

But alleviating the symptoms of 
underlying problems with more money 
has at times made putting right the causes 
less of an imperative. For example, 
recurrent reports about the need to 
restructure the health service, in order 
better to meet future need – potentially 
involving the closure of hospital 
departments and other difficult measures 
– have been shelved.  

Finally, more than in most government 
systems in the world, the participants in a 
Northern Ireland Executive arrive in their 
posts notably lacking in any sense of 

common purpose. A single party government will 
typically have detailed manifesto commitments. In 
coalitions a joint programme is often forged from 
the participants’ manifestoes. But with disparate 
parties brought together in a forced coalition such 
as ours establishing direction is more difficult.   

It is not that we lack the processes for addressing 
public policy issues. There are elaborate systems of 
consultation, and the generation of much paper, in 
devising Programmes for Government. The New 
Decade, New Approach agreement by which the 
institutions returned at the beginning of 2020, 
provided for a substantial list of strategies. As a wag 
has said, Belfast once launched ships, and now it 
launches strategies.  

The trouble is that these processes seriously lack 
political, media and public buy-in. The institutions 
elected in 2017 (though admittedly in suspension 
for three years after that) have never managed to 
agree a Programme for Government at all. Even 
when there have been Programmes for Government 
in place, there has been no serious monitoring of 
compliance and little political sanction for failure.   

The strategies mandated last year have made 
slow progress, and that is not much talked about. 
Strategies only have meaning if they are resolutely 
put into effect, and no one oversees that. Covid of 
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course offers some excuse, but the weaknesses here 
have a long history.   

There is a substantial absence of vision for what 
Northern Ireland might become – economically 
and socially, irrespective of constitutional destiny – 
on a longer timescale. This is a necessity for effective 
government. Whether Northern Ireland remains in 
the UK or joins a united Ireland, most of the same 
problems in its economy, society and public services 
are liable to persist, and the same 
solutions are likely to be appropriate for 
whatever the constitutional framework. 

Changing the culture 

So what is to be done to change the 
culture and improve performance? Across 
the Western world, times are not 
particularly propitious for evidence-based 
policy-making, avowing uncomfortable 
truths or practising painful compromise 
politics. And at present, in the debates over the 
Protocol, we are seeing a marked reluctance to deal 
with realities.  

But it is worth noting that good government can 
be popular. During the Covid outbreak, the 
institutions were obliged to focus on public policy, 
and much of the time to maintain public unity. The 
high standing accorded in opinion polls to 
the Health Minister, far greater than that of any of 
his colleagues (or the ratings of the institutions as a 
whole), suggests the public do respect honest 
attempts to get to grips with public policy 
problems, and to talk about them without making 
party political points. Pre-Covid problems in the 
health service in late 2019 were part of the political 
context that obliged politicians to reach agreement 
on restoring the institutions. There are political 
opportunities in doing policy well.  

Something is needed to give greater public 
attention to the public policy issues, and to ventilate 
the difficult decisions that it is hard for politicians, 
however constructively minded, to be the first to 
introduce into debate.  

This is the rationale of Pivotal, Northern 
Ireland’s only current public policy think tank, 
though Democratic Dialogue, a decade or so ago 

tried to fill this role. It seeks to inform the debate, 
and not merely with analysis, but also with practical 
policy options. Its two initial reports on economic 
and social issues, and on good governance in the 
context of RHI, were well received. More recently 
it has been focused on retaining and regaining talent 
– reducing the brain drain – and addressing the 
skills gap in younger people.  

It has plans for a major project to develop a 
public policy vision for Northern Ireland 
(whatever constitutional destiny we face) 
with a horizon of 2040. The fact 
that think tanks are so thin on the ground 
may reflect the fact that until recently, 
neither politicians nor the bureaucracy 
have welcomed outside views. Northern 
Ireland has less in the way of such 
independent policy infrastructure, as 
compared to London, but also than 
Dublin, Edinburgh and Cardiff.  

Other jurisdictions often have bodies with 
significant public funding but also some 
independence from government operating in this 
field. Dublin has the Economic and Social Research 
Institute. We at one stage had the Economic 
Research Institute for Northern Ireland, but it was 
wound up, in part because it displeased ministers 
with its advice. The Economic Policy Centre at 
Ulster University now makes a contribution here.  

One new standing body in the public policy field 
is on its way to being established: a Fiscal Council, 
pressed on Stormont by London first in the Fresh 
Start agreement of 2015, then in New Decade, New 
Approach last year. It has similar functions to the 
Office of Budget Responsibility in London, and the 
Scottish Fiscal Commission. It will provide 
independent scrutiny and advice on fiscal and 
budgetary matters. But confusingly, there is also a 
Fiscal Commission, with a limited life, looking at 
the possibility of increasing the Assembly’s power to 
raise taxes. 

This is useful, but does not fill all the key gaps. 
It is extremely important that we have an effective 
Programme for Government for the next Executive. 
This needs new thinking. The elaborate paper chase, 
and the large amount of outside work put in by 
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outside responders to consultations, are of limited 
use without political traction.  

The Fiscal Council seems unlikely to be the 
answer. The response to any governmental problem 
in Northern Ireland has too often been the creation 
of a new institution. Is there not also room for a 
counterpart to the Fiscal Council that would 
research economic, social and public service issues, 
seek to make them accessible to public debate, and 
make proposals to the Executive and Assembly? It 
could produce draft Programmes for Government. 
And it could start the debate on a longer-term 
vision. It would need to be publicly funded; but as 
with the Fiscal Council, insulation from political 
pressures and proper resourcing would be 
important, though not easy to secure. This would 
not remove the need for independent think tanks 
like Pivotal: to the contrary, there needs to be a 
marketplace of ideas, even in a place as small as we 
are. And that needs public encouragement in order 
to develop.  

Another part of the system from which more 
might be expected is Assembly Committees. Select 
Committees in London occasionally produce 
reports of real value, that set off new lines of policy 
thinking. This is rarely been the case with Assembly 
Committees in Northern Ireland, which (with a few 
distinguished exceptions) have appeared to be 
merely fora for playing out the traditional political 
game. But such a development might require some 
loosening of the party discipline that for much of 
the time stifles debate.  

The media also have a role in making things 
better. Like other parts of the system, they have a 
long tradition of reporting the political game. This 
has a certain (if small) audience, and is in 
journalistic terms straightforward. Coverage of 
difficult policy issues has less often been tried, and 
it may at times be resource hungry. But it has an 
important role in changing the political culture. 
With more attention from the Assembly and the 
media, an effective landscape of independent public 
policy organisations could significantly invigorate 
public discussion. 

What of the other poisoners of the public 

perception of Stormont – standards and 
competence? There has been no great enthusiasm 
to reform. The parties may have emerged from RHI 
and other affairs a little chastened about politicians’ 
and special advisers’ use of the system to favour 
themselves or associates. New Dacade New Approach 
envisaged a range of new safeguards, on some of 
which work continues. But the longer-term impacts 
of scandal on the stability of the system if not on 
the standing of the parties associated with it is 
serious.  

Similarly, there has been little public attention 
to the competence issues raised by RHI. The Civil 
Service has taken a range of measures to avoid a 
repeat of that affair. It is looking to reform itself 
further. An engineer with a background in 
innovation has been appointed Head of the Civil 
Service, apparently reflecting the wishes of the First 
and Deputy First Ministers that there should be 
some thoroughgoing reform – though what the 
nature of it is supposed to be has never fully 
emerged. The issues that shape our future are not 
being looked at: they are not the stuff of headlines, 
but they are surely something that an independent 
minded Assembly Committee could 
usefully consider.  

A political imperative 

It may have been excusable that the issues discussed 
above were not a primary concern of the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. But going forward, 
they have to be – not least for the sake of the 
settlement and the institutions the Agreement 
established. We should not forget this as debate 
rages over the Protocol or other totemic political 
issues; and if those issues propel us into a crisis, we 
should ensure that delivery and good government 
feature prominently in any agreement on moving 
forward. g
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Rather than roll our eyes up at such novel 
assertions about the centrality of the Agreement, it 
might be useful to cast our eyes to the Agreement 
itself. In doing so, we might recognise ongoing 
shortcomings in its implementation, deviation from 
some of its carefully framed purposes and construct, 
in-built limitations which need upgrading, the 
essential value and balance of its institutional 
framework and even new relevance (or added 
reasons) for work across its three Strands in the post-
Brexit landscape. 

For various good reasons, review procedures were 
deliberately written into the Agreement, both in 
overall terms and in respective Strands. Positing use 
of review mechanisms can be met with caution 
about inducing a run on the Agreement itself. 
However, we cannot uphold its promises by 
ignoring strains on the Agreement including those 
stemming from previous ‘review’ changes like the St 
Andrews Agreement as well as the repercussive 
effects of the Brexit misadventure. 

The Agreement deliberately provided for the 
joint election by the Assembly of consubstantial 
First Ministers with a titular differential but in every 
other respect joint and equal. While election 
required cross-community support, any two 
members of the Assembly could be jointly 
nominated and there could be rival joint 
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Escaping the ruts: a renewal review of the 
Good Friday Agreement 
Mark Durkan 
 
Mark Durkan is a retired Irish nationalist politician from Northern Ireland. Durkan was the deputy 
First Minister of Northern Ireland from November 2001 to October 2002, and the Leader of the 
Social Democratic and Labour Party from 2001 to 2010.

For some of us, there might be acute irony on now hearing 
purported insistence on adherence to the GFA from those 
who opposed it or have avoided or resisted the realisation 
of aspects of its promise, including on rights. 
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nominations for the assembly to choose. St 
Andrews removed this mandating power of the 
Assembly and privatised the posts to two parties 
according to seats and respective designations. One 
effect, as both governments were warned, was to 
further tribalise Assembly elections into a sectarian 
‘first-past-the-post’ for First Minister. 

Another effect was to seriously wound the 
Agreement’s stipulation that the Assembly will be 
the prime source of authority in respect of all 
devolved responsibilities. The dismissive arrogance 
in the declaration after the 2016 Assembly election 
that ‘the two of us are in charge: that is all anybody 
else needs to know’ was a factor in others’ choice 
not to take ministries then. Arrogance also 
manifested in the resentment against the Assembly 
attempts towards accountability on RHI expressed 
in the declaration ‘I have a mandate from the 
people of Northern Ireland’. The change also 
weakened the joint nature of the office as well as 
their sense of accountability. 

A return to the factory setting of open joint 
nomination and joint election of joint First 
Ministers should be accompanied by a due 
equalisation of titles to reflect reality. It would also 
be helpful and healthy to broaden the options for 
measuring cross-community support for a joint 
nomination beyond ‘parallel consent’ alone. The 
Agreement’s other option of a  qualified weighted 
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majority of 60% including at least 40% respectively 
of Unionists and Nationalists voting could also be 
allowed. So too could an endorsement by two thirds 
of the Assembly.  

The latter measure was accepted in the Northern 
Ireland Act as sufficient threshold for collectively 
mandating the calling of an Assembly election (and, 
in the pending NDNA legislation, for cancelling 
one about to be triggered). Given that refusal by one 
party, under the St Andrews deviation, to nominate 
to one of the joint posts could induce an election 
and/or the rollover stalemates with ransom-
politicking by two parties allowed by the NDNA 
changes, there is democratic logic to empowering 
the Assembly and parties at large by returning to 
joint election and open nomination. 

There is not the space here to illuminate 
the spreadsheet permutations, anomalous 
applications and perverse implications of 
sticking with the St Andrews’ aberration in 
the context of future Assembly elections. 
Whatever else may be argued about opinion 
surveys, it might be hoped that recent 
polling could encourage more parties 
towards restoring the shared elective power 
to our Assembly. 

Assembly primacy 

The Assembly’s intended primacy could be 
enhanced in other ways. Transparency and scrutiny 
of budgeting has waned. Shortcomings in strategic 
oversight should not only be supplemented by 
‘expert’ bodies advising the Department of Finance 
or Executive Office. We need to ensure that 
welcome moves towards more truly multi-annual 
budgeting do not entail further erosion of the 
regularity and quality of budget scrutiny and input 
by the Assembly and its committees. The long-
standing case for an actual Budget Committee in 
the Assembly becomes even stronger with multi-
annual budgets.  

As part of more ‘joined-up and followed-up’ 
scrutiny, each departmental minister should make 
their own statements to the Assembly to spell out 
their subsequent detailed spending plans after the 
overall budget. Nichola Mallon’s example in doing 

so should not be an exception. Another 
improvement for followed-through scrutiny would 
be allowing the Public Accounts Committee to 
‘flag’, for a chosen number of years, a budget line 
for an area on which it has reported and remedial 
actions have been pledged. These flags would be 
prompts to ministers and committees to properly 
assure themselves that lessons have not been 
forgotten. Given the turnover of ministers, 
committee membership and MLAs such issue-
signalling lengthens the value of Audit Office/PAC 
work, reduces reliance on presumption and puts a 
brake on departmental recidivism. 

The effective standing of the PAC argues towards 
the merits of more cross-cutting committees which 

can call in various departments, with 
more real-time scrutiny and challenge 
than even the PAC can effect. Capital 
expenditure and public procurement are 
an obvious field for added oversight. 
The possible interplay of intervention 
funds and powers created for itself by 
the current UK Government which 
might complement, contradict or just 
complicate Assembly strategic priorities 
now add to that case. 

Similarly, cross-cutting strategic priorities of the 
Programme for Government (when there is one) 
might be the oversight remit for designated 
committees to track performance across relevant 
departments, challenge pace and back delivery. This 
is not the place for a manifesto style list but one 
compelling example would be follow-through on 
Climate Action commitments and obligations. 

The Agreement gave a wide and strong remit for 
departmental committees but they can fall into 
‘jack-of-all-trades’ mode. We did not envisage them 
taking as many of the committee stages of bills as 
they do. This could be at the expense of their other 
qualitative work and limits the prospect of ‘fresh 
eyes’ scrutiny of clauses. More ad-hoc public bill 
committees might sharpen scrutiny and the 
legislative experience of MLAs. Committees would 
also benefit from improved levels and mixed models 
of research support. 

Undertaking more pre-legislative scrutiny and 
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more post-legislative scrutiny, departmental 
committees might also be joined by members of the 
public. Such citizen participation could be a 
channel for enhancing the public policy influence 
of women, young people, ethnic minorities, people 
with disabilities, carers or others whose voices are 
under-represented in electoral outcomes. This could 
widen angles of consideration and helpfully season 
the terms of debate in usefully direct and practical 
ways. 

Opening such streams of citizen input with 
Assembly Committees should not be an alternative 
to reconstituting the Civic Forum. As a minister, I 
was impressed by the Forum’s deliberative capacity 
and looked forward to its outrider role in appraising 
some of our longer-term structural policy challenges 
in terms that could helpfully frame debate and 
clarify collective choices. The scale of regional policy 
challenges we face which need long-term strategies 
with buy-in and adherence across sectors and 
interests points to the value of a social partnership 
ethic in framing such priorities. 

The pending NDNA legislation will certainly 
curtail but not completely cure the serial misuse of 
the petition of concern. Proper correction would 
come by remedying the failure in the 1998 Act to 
reflect the clear terms of the Agreement itself in 
respect of the special proofing procedure for rights 
and equality which was explicitly meant to follow a 
petition. The telling standing intended for the 
Human Rights Commission and the Equality 
Commission in that special committee procedure 
(which could also benefit from citizens sitting 
alongside MLAs) is still needed. There are now 
significant holes in the Agreement’s categorical 
terms on the ECHR via post-Brexit legislation with 
bigger risks to come from Dominic Raab’s likely 
fundamental assault on the ECHR/HRA. The 
failure to deliver a Bill of Rights 
as posited in the Agreement 
accentuates such dangers. It 
may be too much to hope that 
parties who have opposed ideas 
of social or economic rights 
might revise that attitude in 

light of some of their rights asserting arguments on 
effects of the Protocol. 

A spirit of renewal review needs to extend 
beyond Strand One and Rights provisions of the 
Agreement. 

Strand Two 

In 2016, I observed that the underused bandwidth 
of Strand Two could be used to answer some of the 
challenges stemming from Brexit. Maybe more of 
us who applaud the stated EU commitment to ‘all 
aspects of the Good Friday Agreement’ should try 
to be creative about how some of ‘all its parts’ might 
be used to mitigate some of the issues both now and 
for the future. Little working attention has been 
paid to Article 14(b) of the Protocol which invites 
proposals concerning the implementation and 
application of the Protocol from the NSMC and the 
implementation bodies. Rather than withdrawing 
from NSMC business in pursuit of triggering 
Article 16, DUP ministers should test what practical 
options might emerge from triggering Article 14(b). 

One valid line in the pretentious open letter 
from Unionist negotiators of the Agreement 
referred to provisions in Strands Two and Three not 
being used. A problem in previous review efforts 
was the absence of any Unionist interest in 
expanding the remits or number of implementation 
bodies or areas of cooperation for new sectoral 
formats. I recall Sir Jeffrey Donaldson implying in 
2019 that some new arrangements in Strand Two 
might be a way of answering problems that the 
Backstop was supposed to address. This was revived 
recently with Doug Beattie indicating a possible 
interest in a new implementation body. 

There could not only be merit in contemplating 
new bodies; there is a real need to re-
point and re-purpose some of the 
bodies as agreed in 1999. UUP 
negotiators then were clear that they 
wanted to have the defensive 
narrative that most of the 
implementation bodies’ remits and 
NSMC sectoral agendas related to 
EU funding or liaising on EU 

WE are in CONTROL
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directives. Brexit adds to the case for reviewing and 
developing arrangements in Strand Two. For the 
first  time since 1999, there is a potential 
convergence of interest between Unionists and the 
rest of us in agreeing some substantive adjustment 
in Strand Two, which the EU might be able to rely 
on as vouchable assurance and oversight on relevant 
single market precepts and/or due compliance, 
alignment or equivalence across the island with 
other standards. 

Neither should we ignore paragraph 17 of Strand 
Two which provides for the NSMC to consider the 
EU dimension of relevant matters, including the 
implementation of EU policies, programmes or 
proposals under consideration in the EU 
framework. It states ‘Arrangements to be 
made to ensure that the views of the 
Council are taken into account and 
represented appropriately at relevant EU 
meetings’. An EU Working Group 
reported to the Council plenary meeting 
in June 2001 where we agreed on further 
consideration as to how the views of the 
Council might be appropriately reflected 
at EU meetings. That work was parked 
when the institutions came to a halt after 
‘Stormontgate’. 

This points to a channel of 
representation for the views of Northern 
Ireland ministers which can help to 
answer the charge against the Protocol that nobody 
from here can have any say in future EU decisions 
that affect us. It would not be a trap for Unionist 
ministers as the only views to be reflected from the 
Council would be as agreed by them. Brexit’s drivers 
tell us that not one letter of the GFA has been lost 
by Brexit so we should not ignore this paragraph 
that takes on new relevance in this new context. 
Parties in the Assembly should also be taking up the 
European Parliament’s commitment to upstream 
engagement with elected representatives here when 
it considers future legislation. This was amplified by 
helpful amendment from Barry Andrews MEP 
recognising the Human Rights and Equality 
Commissions’ standing as well as Assembly parties. 

There is also room for creative thinking and 
renewal in Strand Three in respect of both the 
British-Irish Council and the British-Irish 
Intergovernmental Conference. We should not 
underestimate the dynamic difference which the 
active participation of experienced governments in 
Scotland and Wales could make in a renewal review 
of the BIC. There is reason to believe that ministers 
in Edinburgh and Cardiff would be more keen to 
frame some of their policy engagement with the UK 
Government in the more equal and inclusive setting 
of a rebooted BIC than the unsatisfactory format of 
Whitehall’s Joint Ministerial Committees. Indeed, 
they may also be jealous of the attendance which 
the Agreement allows to Northern Ireland Ministers 

in paragraph 7 of the BIIC text – all of 
which has been grossly underused and 
needs new commitments with fresh lateral 
thinking. 

Exploring such an institutional revamp 
of the Agreement would not prejudice 
anyone’s position or active debate regarding 
future constitutional status, either for here 
or Scotland. Indeed it might be useful to 
affirm that the British-Irish framework 
would endure regardless of possible 
constitutional changes. A renewal review or 
reviews should be undertaken out of good 
stewardship a generation on from the 
Agreement’s negotiation and in the context 

of the new conditions surrounding the totality of 
relationships.  

We did not reach the Good Friday Agreement 
by ignoring what each other was saying or simply 
dismissing problems or prospects that others were 
raising. However, it is that attitude that has brought 
Brexit-pushing Unionists to their stated 
predicament. In the challenges we now face, none 
of us has been helped by the failure to show due 
adherence to parts of the Agreement or to actively 
develop its potential. So it is time for collective, 
corrective action where my generation does not just 
stand by the under-fulfilled Agreement but a new 
generation moves it forward in all of its parts, in all 
of our interests and for all of our rights. g
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What future for the DUP? 
 
Aaron Edwards 
 

Dr Aaron Edwards is a Lecturer in International Security Studies. He is author of UVF: Behind the Mask 
and Agents of Influence: Britain’s Secret Intelligence War Against the IRA and is currently writing a new book 
on Unionists in Northern Ireland, from Partition to Brexit, which will be published by Merrion Press.

‘The Northern Ireland Protocol threatens to provoke 
the most serious crisis in Northern Ireland’s hundred 
years of existence,’ Sir Jeffrey Donaldson said in a 
major keynote speech at the La Mon hotel on 
Thursday 9th September.

Sir Jeffrey’s speech saw the DUP’s third leader this 
year emphasise what is at stake for Unionists. He set 
out his party’s robust opposition to the Protocol, 
explaining how he believed it undermined Northern 
Ireland’s constitutional position and economic 
prosperity. He also, significantly, announced the 
DUP’s withdrawal from the structures of Strand 
Two of the Belfast Agreement, namely north-south 
arrangements, as a prelude to further actions to be 
taken by the DUP. 

The next step, Donaldson outlined, was for 
DUP Ministers to seek to block additional checks 

on goods transiting through ports. ‘If in the final 
analysis those who are democratically elected by the 
people of Northern Ireland lack the power to 
prevent such checks,’ Donaldson warned, ‘then the 
position in office of DUP Ministers would become 
untenable.’ Sir Jeffery said he took the helm of his 
party ‘knowing the challenges that lay ahead, but I 
did so to seek to make Northern Ireland a better 
place and the Union more secure.’ 

To some commentators this may feel like run-
of-the mill DUP rhetoric. However, sources close 
to DUP thinking revealed a few days after 
Donaldson’s speech that there is a developing view 
within the party’s hierarchy that the Protocol must 
be resisted more decisively. 

As Donaldson himself has said, there is little 
point in, ‘kicking the can down the road’ on the 
issue. Therefore, as the source revealed, the DUP is 
‘highly likely’ or ‘almost certain’ to pull down the 
institutions. ‘Their objective,’ the source said, was 
‘to force an election on the basis of a plebiscite on 
the border.’ It is difficult to see how the DUP can 
do anything else at this stage. 

Interviews I have completed with a range of 
unionists and loyalists over the past few months 
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indicate that the DUP has been boxed in by its own 
decision-making process. The party is now left with 
a stark strategic choice: Either they continue with 
their rhetoric on the Irish Sea border and do 
nothing, risking losing face in the eyes of their 
supporters – not to mention ceding ground to Jim 
Allister’s TUV – or they ramp up the rhetoric and 
follow it through with decisive action. 

For those of us who have been watching unionist 
politics closely since the DUP overtook the UUP as 
the dominant electoral force in that community, it 
does feel like it is the last roll of the dice for 
Donaldson’s party. Internal party revolts against the 
successive leaderships of Arlene Foster and Edwin 
Poots have also forced the DUP to act more 
proactively than it is used to. 

My sources revealed that the DUP’s 
internal party review has made around 
130 recommendations. One of the 
interesting features of these 
recommendations includes bringing back 
old stalwarts like Peter Robinson to play 
a more prominent role. A comparison 
could be made here to the role played by 
Gordon Brown vis-à-vis major 
constitutional issues affecting Scotland. In late 
March this year Mr Robinson publicly warned of a 
growing feeling of unionist disenchantment and 
alienation, which he said was worse now than in his 
50 years in political life. There has also been a 
suggestion that other figures, including some who 
are seen as broad-based in their views on society, 
culture and politics, will return to the front line of 
party politics in time for any future election. There 
have been public signs that this process has already 
begun. 

It is common to hear the view expressed that any 
imminent election would herald the demise of the 
DUP. One source close to the UDA leadership who 
has worked closely with the DUP during election 
campaigns told me in July that people in his 
community would not be supporting the DUP next 
time round. He cited issues 
like the party’s mishandling 
of Brexit and, significantly, 
the mismanagement of local 
bread and butter issues to 
explain his analysis. 

When I walked the 
ground in this particularly 
deprived part of Belfast, I 

noted how the 
demographics had 
changed almost fundamentally. There was 
no longer a unionist ‘majority’. It felt like 
a more diverse city than the one I 
remember growing up in. It also felt like 
an area totally abandoned by the local 
DUP leadership. The DUP has come a 
long way from its time as a rabble-rousing 
adjunct to the Reverend Ian Paisley’s Free 

Presbyterian Church. That brand of religious 
fundamentalism has held a death grip over the party 
for 50 years, proving to be more of a liability in 
recent years. 

The rise and fall of Edwin Poots served as a 
salutary warning to the DUP about the dangers of 
continuing to rely on such a narrow support base. 
One revelation from my sources is that the DUP 
leadership accepts that it needs to modernise and 
moderate its message to voters or risk losing ground 
to the UUP and Alliance. 

The growing popularity of Doug Beattie’s 
leadership and his ‘Union of People’ mantra re-
positions his party in the middle ground of 
unionism. It is too early to tell whether this 
inclusive, outward-facing agenda will yield electoral 
advantages but it is clear that the exclusivist, inward-
facing unionism of the DUP has run its course. I 
am unconvinced that unionists are going to slavishly 
follow the DUP’s lead in light of their mishandling 
of Brexit, their extreme social conservativism and a 
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Doug Beattie
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brand of unionism that appears to be out of step 
with the new politics sweeping these islands and 
further afield. 

Professor John Denham, a former Labour Party 
MP, has argued that we need to formulate a new 
form of what he calls ‘progressive 
patriotism’ in British politics, which is so 
badly needed in light of the huge shift in 
globalisation, identity politics and the 
common bonds that bind us to others in 
the Union. This form of progressive, 
open-minded, UK-wide unionism is 
something that many Ulster Unionists 
would find much to agree with rather 
than the narrow form of ethnic 
entrepreneurship associated with the 
DUP. 

I have long argued that voters in 
Protestant working class areas are split 
over the DUP’s socially conservative 
politics but united on their support of the 
constitutional position. Smaller parties like the 
PUP have in the past tapped into the 
progressive views and beliefs of people in 
deprived areas, yet they have been unable 
to capitalise on this due to their close 
association with the outlawed UVF. 

The UUP does not have this achilles heel 
and so is in a good position to capture floating 
voters who believe in a more inclusive, pluralist and 
non-sectarian Northern Ireland. For now though all 
eyes are on the DUP. 

I know from my interviews with grassroots 
loyalists in different parts of Northern Ireland that 

they have been telling the DUP’s politicians for 
many months that the tensions over the protocol 
have become intolerable. Two weeks prior to Peter 
Robinson’s remarks in March, I told The 
Economist publication that commentators were 
paying far too much attention to the views of 
political and paramilitary leaderships and not 
enough to the views of those at the grassroots. 

Sadly, the violence in April reinforced my views 
– as well as subsequently expressed by Peter 
Robinson – that growing disaffection – and, I 
would add, radicalisation – was taking hold 
amongst some sections of loyalism. The DUP now 
finds itself in an embattled position, with Jeffrey 
Donaldson confirming to the Belfast Newsletter a 

few days after I posted my revelations on 
my website that he had indeed placed the 
DUP on an ‘electoral footing’. 

Some within the higher echelons of the 
party may think they are ‘dammed if they 
do or dammed if they don’t’ in terms of 
taking more decisive political action. My 
hunch is that high-risk strategies like this 
only ever pay off when the direction of 
travel towards a stated objective is clear 
and achievable. 

So far, I have heard more about the dire 
consequences of Brexit on Northern 
Ireland’s socio-economic and political 
position and little about the future and the 

reformulation of new political identities and a form 
of politics that can deliver for ordinary people. 

Moreover, I have heard nothing about how 
the DUP’s ‘strategic blueprint’ – placing the 
collapse of Stormont at its core – will benefit 
all the people of Northern Ireland or these 

islands. 
It is time for the DUP to address the 

question it has long evaded: Are its decisions going 
to be taken in the best interests of this narrow party 
support base or will they seek to lead in the best 
interests of all the people of Northern Ireland? I fear 
we may well know the answer to this question very 
soon. g
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Brexit, Ireland and the EU 
Rory Montgomery 

 
Rory Montgomery is a former Irish diplomat. He is an honorary professor at the Mitchell 
Institute, Queen’s University Belfast, and public policy fellow at the Long Room Hub, 
Trinity College Dublin.

@50
rtnightfo

The Irish Government quickly spotted the potential 
dangers of a British withdrawal from the European 
Union. The first internal analysis was prepared in late 
2014. This work was refined during the eighteen months 
before the referendum. Enda Kenny was thus able on 24 
June 2016 to set out the broad lines of his Government’s 
strategy. Objectives were defined in more detail before 
the EU-UK negotiations began in 2017.  

The focus was on the protection of the Good Friday 
Agreement, and in particular the avoidance of a hard 
border on the island of Ireland. The consequence of 
Ireland’s negotiating success was the 
Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol. But there were 
other priorities too, which preoccupation with the 
Protocol has tended to obscure. 

There was concern about Ireland’s interests inside 
the EU. The UK was by far the largest member of a 
group of economic liberals, including Ireland, The 
Netherlands and the Nordic and Baltic states, which 
often made common cause on trade, competition 
policy, taxation and the Single Market. Since the 
UK’s departure, the centre of gravity has shifted in 

a more protectionist and interventionist direction, 
under the rubric of ‘strategic autonomy’. France, 
with Germany, has been able to lead debate without 
the UK as a counterweight. However, the 
pandemic, the rise of China and greater US 
protectionism have all contributed to a changing 
zeitgeist. So Brexit is a factor, but not the only one, 
in creating challenges to Ireland’s economic 
philosophy. Of course the departure of the UK is a 
loss for Ireland, but it is to some degree being 
mitigated by the hard work being done to maintain 
and develop relations with the remaining twenty-
six Member States, individually and in like-minded 
groups.    

The dog which didn’t bark in negotiations was 
the Common Travel Area. We were afraid that 
partners might balk at an arrangement which would 
continue to privilege Irish citizens in Britain as 
against those of other Member States, and indeed 
British citizens in Ireland. However, despite 
perplexity at the absence of a single authoritative 
basis for the CTA, they didn’t object. Nor was there 
any proposal to rewrite or abolish Ireland’s opt-out 
from the Schengen area. In consequence, widely-
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more information is needed over time, including on 
trade between Great Britain and Northern Ireland. 
Likewise, there is no information on trade in 
services – which are not covered by the Protocol. 

The politics of the Protocol remain poisonous.  
It has understandably spooked the unionist 
community, many of whom object to it in principle 
– just as those who opposed Brexit object in 
principle to losing their place in the EU, and as 

nationalists would object in principle to 
a hard border on the island. Naturally, 
businesses affected by burdensome new 
rules would like them to be eased, 
without new ones being introduced. At 
the time of writing, Jeffrey Donaldson’s 
threat to bring down the GFA 
institutions stands.   

The British Government cites these 
problems as requiring major change to 
the Protocol, the effects of which it 
implausibly says were not to be foreseen. 
It may think that it will wear down the 
EU side, or it may want to continue to 
be seen domestically to be battling 
Brussels, or both. But its previous 
dishonesty about the inescapable 
consequences of the kind of Brexit it 
chose, its graceless rhetoric now, its 
highlighting of the views of only one 
part of the community, and its failure to 

explain how the Protocol could benefit Northern 
Ireland have all exacerbated the situation and 
damaged stability and trust – including among 
those very unionists whose fears it purports to be 
representing.  

Reports suggest that the European Commission 
for its part now appreciates how the context of East-
West trade is different from that of trade between 
the EU and third countries, and that the scale and 
geography of the Northern economy limit the risk 
of serious harm to the Single Market. It has 
suspended legal action against the UK. The 
Commission is adamant that it will not negotiate a 
new text, but is prepared to show flexibility. While 
France may lead some criticism of concessions, there 
is little interest in prolonging a tedious dispute 

voiced fears that Brexit might mean restrictions on 
people travelling between North and South, 
including for work or study – which would have 
created a truly hard border – were not realised. The 
CTA has indeed been strengthened by the first 
comprehensive statement by the two Governments, 
in 2019, of what it entails. 

In getting Irish business ready for Brexit, the 
focus was overwhelmingly on exports to Britain. So 
far, they have remained steady, though this 
may well change when the UK finally 
introduces its own checks and controls, 
recently postponed once more. However, 
British exports to Ireland fell sharply in the 
first half of this year – by 40% compared 
to 2019. There are conspicuous difficulties 
in retail supply chains. For the first time, 
the value of Ireland’s exports to Britain is 
exceeding that of its imports. One-third of 
goods shipped from Ireland now go 
directly to mainland Europe, as against 
13% in 2019.    

It is too early to be definitive. Some of 
these trends may stabilise or even reverse 
somewhat over time, as economic 
operators adjust. But much of the change 
seems likely to be permanent. 

Trade flows between North and South 
have increased dramatically, with Southern 
exports in the first half of 2021 rising by 
21% compared to 2019.  Trade from North to 
South has risen by a remarkable 58%. Depending 
on the political perspective, these figures have been 
hailed either as showing that the Protocol is 
galvanising the all-island economy, or that it has 
created immense trade diversion – one of the factors 
which could justify its suspension. But caution is 
needed here too. Firm conclusions would be 
premature. Some changes in statistical methodology 
may make the increases seem even greater than they 
really are. It seems logical for Southern goods to 
substitute in the North for some from Great Britain. 
But it is hard to see how the North/South boom 
could be the result only of increased activity in the 
real economy.  Might some British-sourced goods 
now be moving into Ireland via the North? Much 
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which most believed had been solved two years ago. 
The Irish Government, while it does not have the 
power to change things by itself, must continue to 
explain the politics of Northern Ireland to its 
partners, and to demonstrate to unionists that it 
understands their concerns and is arguing for 
reasonable and achieveable changes. 

A compromise is certainly possible if it is 
genuinely sought. The British Government must be 
prepared to operate within the parameters of the 
Protocol and to abandon the thought of a radical 
recast, and the EU needs to demonstrate real 

pragmatism. At this stage it is the UK which has 
more to do to show good faith.  Issues around the 
future transparency and democratic accountability 
of the workings of the Protocol need to be 
addressed.  

For his part, Jeffrey Donaldson must prepare to 
welcome an agreement as a victory sufficient to calm 
his supporters, and allow him to retreat back along 
the fragile branch on which he now sits. Northern 
Ireland, the Republic, the UK and the EU all have 
much greater problems to solve. 

Civic engagement on the Protocol  
is a right not an option 
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.

Such achievements – we know too well – are 
sealed not by legal terms alone but by social, 
economic and political conditions. Such conditions 
are made by, and reflected in, civic society. 

One of the things about the Protocol that the UK 
Government and EU Commission do agree upon 
is that there needs to be a far better relationship 
between the institutions overseeing the Protocol 
those most directly affected it by it. The UK 
Command paper on the Protocol (July 2021) calls 
for ‘more robust arrangements to … provide a 
stronger role for those in Northern Ireland to 

whom they apply, including … wider Northern 
Ireland civic society’ (para.71). And Vice-President 
Maroš Šefcovic told the audience in his first public 
speech  in the region that he was ‘here to listen 
carefully and engage with you’.  

Civic engagement around an international 
agreement can serve separate but complementary 
purposes. It can be instrumental – to enable the 
most effective and sustainable implementation of an 
agreement. It might be functional – to monitor 
implementation, find ways forward and signal 
possible problems. Or it could be deliberative – to 

The Preamble of the Protocol rather poetically 
recognises that ‘the achievements, benefits and 
commitments of the peace process will remain of 
paramount importance to peace, stability and 
reconciliation’. 
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enhance the democratic quality and legitimacy of 
an agreement. Different mechanisms for civic 
engagement around the Protocol could meet all 
these purposes. Models for this are close to hand …
at least on paper.  

What’s missing in implementing the 
1998 Agreement 
The 1998 Agreement and its successors formalised 
the inclusion of civic society. The most obvious 
means was the Civic Forum – a ‘consultative 
mechanism on social, economic and cultural issues’ 
which had an even shorter existence than the first 
Assembly. The Agreement also recommended ‘an 
independent consultative forum’ to support the 
work of Strand Two. This was never established – 
even though the Executive’s commitment to do so 
was repeated in the 2006 St Andrew’s Agreement.  

After seven years of power-sharing between two 
parties who appear to think that the stability of the 
peace process is in their gift, the Stormont House 
Agreement (2014) made an intrepid claim: 

‘it is important that civic voices are heard and 
civic views are considered in relation to key 
social, cultural and economic issues’.  

To that end, it modestly proposed a Compact 
Civic Advisory Panel. Most recently, New Decade, 
New Approach (2020) agreed that the said Compact 
Civic Advisory Panel would decide the ‘appropriate 
model’ for civic engagement on ‘1–2 issues per 
year’, including one Citizens’ Assembly per year. 
Nearly two years on, we are some way off such 
participative democracy – the new Compact Civic 
Advisory Panel itself is yet to be appointed.  

With a few notable exceptions (such as the 
Engagement Forum for the Together: Building a 
United Community strategy on good relations), the 
NI Executive’s inability to fulfil repeated 
commitments on civic engagement is worse than 
negligent.  

Precedents in other EU agreements 

This local record looks even worse against the active 
inclusion of civic engagement in EU external 
relations. The UK-EU Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement (TCA) is a good example. The UK and 

EU will each create a Domestic Advisory Group: 
‘comprising a representation of independent 
civil society organisations including NGOs, 
business and employers’ organisations, as well 
as trade unions, active in economic, 
sustainable development, social, human rights, 
environmental and other matters.’ (Article 13 
TCA) 

On top of that, they are going to create a Civil 
Society Forum for the TCA containing 
‘independent civil society organisations’ (Article 
14).  

Such arrangements aren’t just something for 
newly divorced parties. The Consultative 
Committee established for the European Economic 
Area (EEA) involves representatives from the ‘social 
partners’ of the states concerned and exists to 
‘provide input on the economic and social aspects 
of the EEA’. The Association Agreements the EU 
has concluded with Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia 
include provision for a Civil Society Platform 
comprising representatives from the EU’s European 
Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and civil 
society in the partner countries.  

The EU-Turkey relationship includes a Civil 
Society Dialogue mechanism, and the EESC 
engages in the Western Balkans Civil Society 
Forum. Even further abroad, the EU-Korea Free 
Trade Agreement provides for a Civil Society Forum 
with input from Domestic Advisory Groups on the 
EU and Korean sides.  

Anyone feeling a bit left out?  

Next steps 

Before any mechanisms for civic engagement are 
designed, the fundamentals should be agreed. A 
study of civil society meetings in EU Free Trade 
Agreements (Orbie et al, 2016) provides a starter 
for ten.  

First, information: access to relevant knowledge 
and specialist expertise by all concerned. Second, 
dedicated remit, rules and resources (the latter being 
vital for NGOs and small business organisations). 
Third, transparent inclusivity – where civil society 
organisations are not directly participating, they 
need to be able to communicate their views to those 
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The European peacebuilding 
experience concluding remarks 
Contributions from a conference in Belfast 
held on 10th September 2021 
Dr Giada Lagana 
 
Dr Giada Lagana is a Research Assistant at the Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research and 
Data (WISERD), School of Social Sciences (SOCSI), Cardiff University

The planning of this event has been guided by three 
main objectives: the first was to provide a public 
forum in which to discuss theoretical and practical 
issues confronting cross-border relationships, 
Anglo-Irish relationships, the role of John Hume 
and the peace process in the context of Brexit. 

Second, we aimed to highlight how responses to 
these challenges are – and were – framed and 
influenced by membership of the European Union 
(EU), as this would help future scholars and 
practitioners to identify lessons for the 
Community’s future peacebuilding capacity. Finally, 
on a more practical level, we wanted to explore new 
ways of engaging with each other as academics, and 
between academia and policymaking. This 
pandemic has changed our way of working together 
globally and creating new formats, instruments and 
visual material for future generations of students 
and colleagues in their teaching and research 
activities is more than ever crucial. The symposium 
‘Relationships on these islands: the European Union 
peacebuilding experience’ ticked all these boxes. 

The first set of discussions, led by Dawn Purvis, 
taught us that the EU’s peacebuilding approach is 

different from that of other international actors. 
First, this is due to the contextual factors regarding 
how it has transformed internally. Secondly, this is 
due to how the EU’s complex institutional and 
multi-layered governance works and what 
capacities, norms, and practices the European 
Union invokes when dealing with external 
situations. Nonetheless, it is important to recognize 
that EU’s conflict prevention and peacebuilding 
approaches began to take shape from the 1980s, 
focusing on the Northern Ireland experience and 
the initiatives taken by the Nobel Peace Prize 
winner, John Hume, within the European 
Parliament (EP). In this regards, new alternative 
accounts are needed to frame the EU role in 
building peace in Northern Ireland, pre- and -post 
Brexit, as existing approaches are far too narrow to 
perfectly frame the EU role in the Northern Ireland 
peace process. This role began with John Hume’s 
lobbying within the EP, and the 1981 Martin 
Report and the 1984 Haagerup Report – two 
crucial breakthroughs in terms of the EU 
engagement with Northern Ireland. Subsequently, 
the signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement (AIA) in 

who are. Fourth, good practice in meeting 
management, such as adequate notice of meetings, 
an agreed agenda, clear reporting procedures. 
Finally, accountability needs clear structures for 
input and feedback, so that people can see how their 
views were taken into account.  

Such small steps for civic engagement can 
constitute a sizeable step towards securing the 
‘achievements, benefits and commitments of the 
peace process’ – and not before time. g
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1985 endorsed the logic of these reports in two 
ways: the AIA institutionalised a British-Irish 
approach to governance in Northern Ireland. 
Secondly, the cross-border mechanisms that 
followed created political spaces and resources that 
allowed the expansion of an EU/Northern Ireland 
network to include regional and local actors and 
interest groups from either side of the Irish border. 

The second set of discussions, led by Seamus 
Mckee, reflected provocatively on the 
challenge represented by Brexit for the 
people of Northern Ireland. Brexit poses 
unprecedented political, economic and 
diplomatic challenges to the system of 
relationships between the island of 
Ireland, the United Kingdom (UK) and 
the EU. The strategies and strategic 
thinking that the Republic of Ireland 
will deploy in the future to nurture new 
spatial governance arrangements and 
relations across soft and sovereign 
borders will be crucial to maintaining 
political stability and territorial 
cohesion. New post-Brexit provisions 
entail the re-crafting of planning and development 
cultures, new cross-border service delivery practices, 
and also a new type of Ireland and Northern Ireland 
EU membership. In essence, this means negotiating 
new socio-spatial dynamics to include a 
combination of British-Irish coordination that will 
ensure that governments will still be in charge of 
running the large-scale bureaucracies that regulate 
social, economic life and services to the citizens, but 
that also include actors, networks and institutions 
that will help to facilitate, manage, direct, and 
institutionalise interactive forms of governance and 
related initiatives to promote peace and protect the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement (GFA). As pointed 
out by Prof. Rory Montgomery in his final keynote 
lecture, such a proactive socio-spatial approach will 
have to offer a means for governments to loosen the 
reins without losing control. 

Unanimously, all the participants to this 
symposium have highlighted how the case of the EU 
role in the Northern Ireland peace process shows 
that any attempt to develop a strategic paradigm of 

peacebuilding must remember that its roots lie in 
the lives and the consent of real people and societies 
who have the capacity to make choices within their 
own context and aspire to it. To maintain its 
integrity, any future approach to peacebuilding on 
their behalf must be able to offer a form of strategic 
peace that is rhetorically defensible across the whole 
range of platforms available and that go beyond 
politics and the institutions. The building of peace 

in Northern Ireland was wider, deeper, and 
more encompassing. It involved a greater 
array of actors, activities, levels of society, 
links between communities, and time 
horizons than the dominant thinking 
recognises. It involved the EU subtly 
promoting good governance and economic 
development. It involved coordinating a 
political process with the need to settle an 
ethno-national conflict and the efforts of 
local cultures and leaders to bring peace. It 
involved educating the children of the next 
generation so as to transform their hatred 
into tolerance. It involved non-
governmental organisations and civil 

society. It involved combating the inequalities that 
were embedded in the global structures of power 
and wealth in the six counties of Northern Ireland. 
The broad range of these players, practices, and 
periods was crucial for achieving peace, as each one 
of them was linked to others through cause and 
effect, for better or for worse. The EU’s strategy of 
peacebuilding in Northern Ireland, consequently, 
aimed to strengthen connexions of 
interdependence, accenting, deepening, and 
synchronising them and linking them further with 
the efforts of the two national governments involved 
with the broad project of building peace in and 
between the two Northern Irish communities. This 
particular effort is not yet concluded. 

A special thank you goes to the Irish Association for 
Contemporary European Studies (IACES); the John 
and Pat Hume Foundation; the Irish Department for 
Foreign Affairs and Trade ‘Communicating Europe 
Initiative’; and to Cardiff University for their 
partnership in the organisation of this event 
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The Taliban and the IRA 
resistance and power in the Taliban’s Emirate 
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The Taliban capture of Afghanistan’s capital was enabled by bad policies 
adopted by the United States, its allies and the Afghan government. The 
countries with a stake in Afghanistan are now struggling to reformulate 
their policy in the light of the collapse of the Islamic Republic. 
Policymakers are considering ways to engage with the Taliban. But if they 
mishandle this process, and end up helping the Taliban to consolidate, they 
will further prolong Afghans’ agonies and ensure that the country 
continues to export instability.

Those observing these developments in 
Afghanistan from a Northern Ireland perspective are 
bound to consider parallels with the IRA campaign 
and the northern peace process. Some of the 
dilemmas faced by the Taliban have indeed 
paralleled those with which republican leaders 
grappled in the latter stages of the northern conflict. 
If events in Afghanistan have taken a different turn 
it is in part because the US and Afghan government 
policy failures provided the Taliban with 
opportunities never gifted to the IRA. But the 
Taliban leadership also made fundamentally 
different political choices to those made by the 
republican movement. The Taliban rejected 
pluralism and consent, while republicans found a 
way to transition to democratic politics. And 
Taliban subordinated their political actions to 
strategic control by the military leadership, while 
republicans rethought the relationship between 
political action and the use of physical force. 

The Taliban in power 
Almost a month after their fighters entered Kabul, 
the Taliban leadership installed a caretaker 
administration. What unites the members of the 
Taliban administration, all of whom are men, is that 
they are Sunni Muslim clerics judged by the 
leadership to have served its jihad faithfully. The 

Taliban deliberately treated the process of making 
appointments to the administration as one of 
dividing the spoils of conquest and accommodating 
the different factions of their armed movement. The 
administration with which western diplomats will 
now try to engage is the opposite of inclusive. The 
Taliban have opted for a vanguard style 
administration, staffed only by their own cadre. 
Every grouping or tendency in which Afghans 
organised themselves during the twenty years of 
pluralism and democracy which just ended has been 
excluded by the Taliban power grab. 

The Taliban’s performance in the weeks since 
they took over Kabul already provide insights into 
their approach to the exercise of power in their 
second Emirate. The Taliban are an armed 
movement, the dominant figures within which are 
its military commanders. The movement relies on 
force to dominate the population and suppress 
opposition to it.  

The movement’s political culture dictates its 
treatment of non-Taliban. Those surrendering to the 
Taliban and accepting the authority of their Emirate 
are generally spared. But all individuals and forces 
suspected of subsequently rebelling against the 
Emirate, or as continuing in opposition to it or 
acting as agents of an external power are all to be 
subject to violent measures. This explains the 
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pattern of the latest Taliban campaign in the 
Panjshir Valley and neighbouring Andarab. Despite 
previous Taliban claims that, once the US had left, 
all differences among Afghans could be solved by 
agreement, their envoy and now Foreign Minister, 
Amir Khan Motaqi, closed down negotiations and 
ordered a fully military offensive. In both areas the 
Taliban have used pacification tactics, with their 
intelligence reaching out to persuade armed groups 
to surrender. They have also conducted summary 
executions and enforced disappearances. These have 
been targeted not just against actual combatants but 
against those deemed by the Taliban to be associated 
with the ‘rebels’.  

During the insurgency, the Taliban built up their 
intelligence commission and tasked it with 
identifying cadres whose loyalty was suspect as well 
as prioritising and targeting external opponents. 
Veterans of the Taliban’s intelligence Commission 
have taken over the facilities and functions of the 
old state National Directorate of Security (NDS). 

The myth of the reformed Taliban 
One of the recurrent themes in international 
discourse around the Taliban since they returned to 
power has been the notion that they might have 
reformed, by taking on board lessons from their 
disastrous rule of the 1990s. The idea of a reformed 
Taliban emerged from the political mission, which 
the movement was allowed to operate in Qatar for 
almost a decade. The Political Commission claimed 
that, although the Taliban would pay more 
attention to the preferences of the population and 
refrain from asserting a monopoly on power and 
would maintain harmonious relations with the 
international community. These promises are at 
odds with the course the Taliban have pursued now 
that they are back in power.  Most starkly, the 
Taliban’s new administration claims to rule on 
behalf of the Islamic Emirate, contrary to what 
western diplomats believed were Taliban promises 
to adopt a more inclusive format for the national 
political system. The notion of reformed Taliban 
gained hold during the three years of US diplomacy 
from 2018. But the Taliban Political Commission 
had been allocated a specific task by the Taliban 
leadership – negotiate a US military withdrawal, to 
leave the field open for the Taliban military to 
topple the government. The Political Commission 

was never empowered to make decisions on behalf 
of the movement. 

The prospects of overthrow 
During the Taliban’s first period of rule, they faced 
resistance on three fronts. The main military 
resistance was mobilised by the surviving elements 
of the mujahideen government that the Taliban had 
toppled. The military resistance ensured that the 
movement never fully controlled Afghanistan’s 
territory. The resistance’s political vehicle was the 
‘Islamic State of Afghanistan’ (ISA). This signalled 
continuity with the political system established by 
the Afghan mujahideen and recognised 
internationally, after the 1992 overthrow of the 
erstwhile Soviet-backed regime.  

Civic resistance to the Taliban also continued 
throughout the five years of the first Emirate and 
was independent of the ISA’s military resistance 
front. Although the Taliban allowed no open 
dissent, underground citizen networks ran girls’ 
schools in direct defiance of Emirate edicts. 
Periodically citizens of Kabul spontaneously defied 
attempts by the religious police to enforce 
compulsory prayers and behaviour codes around 
dress and coiffure. 

A broad but fragmented political opposition to 
the Taliban operated in the diaspora, with 
important clusters in Pakistan, Iran, the European 
countries and the United States. Groupings 
included supporters of the deposed monarchy, 
former mujahideen commanders who had not come 
under the ISA umbrella, professional associations 
and Afghan secularists. In the years up to 9/11, 
leading figures in the diaspora periodically convened 
the political opposition in efforts to launch dialogue 
with the Taliban and reach agreement on the 
restoration of a pluralistic political system. It was 
the United Nations which took the lead in political 
engagement with the range of resistance forces, 
through dialogue conducted by the Personal 
Representative of the Secretary General and the UN 
political mission.  

The pre-2001 experience provides a helpful 
guide to what resistance can be anticipated against 
the Taliban’s second Emirate. Military fronts are 
already active in the three northern provinces of 
Panjshir, Baghlan and Badakhshan. Resistance 
leaders have again constituted a Military 

Fortnight@50 No 483.qxp_Layout 1  01/10/2021  10:47  Page 20



POLITICS

21 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

Commission, tasked to open new armed fronts in 
the weeks ahead. Despite Taliban hopes of achieving 
the complete domination of the territory which 
eluded them in the 1990s, the armed resistance may 
succeed in taking and holding significant territory. 
Efforts are underway to constitute an alternative 
government to the Taliban. Resistance leaders have 
the option of asserting constitutional continuity 
with the defeated Islamic Republic, as erstwhile First 
Vice-President Amrullah Saleh has positioned 
himself as Interim President. However, successful 
resistance to the Taliban’s second Emirate would 
require a ‘second republic’ to be broader-based and 
more inclusive and accountable than the reality of 
the final stages of the ‘first republic’.   

One of the most important questions 
surrounding the emergent resistance to restored 
Taliban role concerns the coming role of civic 
resistance. The changes in the Afghan civilian 
population during the two-decade experiment in 
pluralism have been far more profound than any 
changes in the Taliban. The Taliban’s second 
Emirate confronts a population that is larger, more 
urbanised, more highly educated, more globally 
linked and with more aspirations in terms of living 
standards and individual freedoms. The freedoms 
which Afghans have become accustomed to include 
prominent participation by women in public life 
and the workforce. The Taliban have already 
signalled their determination to clamp down on 
these freedoms. And by cutting off the access to 
external funding on which the Afghan economy has 
depended, the Taliban have precipitated an 
economic crisis which is already starting to hurt the 
urban population which has a history of rejecting 
the Taliban. The conditions are already set for civic 
resistance to play a far more significant role than 
proved to be the case in the 1990s. 

The policy challenge 
Since the Taliban’s rapid push into Kabul, western 
countries have struggled to rework their policy. 

Despite the inadvertent US role in enabling the 
Taliban victory, none of them is enthusiastic about 
the restoration of Taliban rule or seriously considers 
the Islamic Emirate as a credible partner. However, 
many countries acknowledge the need to engage the 
Taliban. In part this is because of facts on the 
ground – Taliban control Kabul and most of the 
territory. It is also because western countries’ 
residual interest in Afghanistan includes averting the 
mass exodus of refugees, the resumption of 
international terrorist activities in Afghanistan and 
the expansion of Afghanistan’s role as a hub for 
international criminality. The severity of the 
economic crisis likely if Afghanistan cements its 
status as a ‘failed state’ has been invoked as a 
justification for engagement and expansion of 
humanitarian activities. 

The reworked western policy to Afghanistan 
should take into account the emerging patterns in 
Taliban exercise of power and the new resistance. 
Policy should incorporate the assumption that the 
Taliban monopoly on power is not a sustainable end 
state in Afghanistan. Any engagement with the 
Taliban should be nested within an engagement 
with Afghan society and the political forces likely 
to constitute a future broad-based Afghan 
government. Engagement with the Taliban should 
only go ahead seriously when international actors 
have reformulated and restated their commitment 
to helping Afghans achieve an inclusive political 
system which is essential for the achievement of 
sustainable peace. The prospect of international 
recognition should not be used as ‘leverage” on the 
currently constituted Taliban government, to 
incentivise moderate behaviour. Instead, 
international recognition should be withheld until 
an inclusive political system has been restored. 
Meanwhile engagement with the Taliban can be 
used for the limited objectives of facilitating 
humanitarian assistance and pursuing the 
recalibrated peace process. There is no point in 
pretending that a civil war can be averted in 
Afghanistan, as one is already under way. Instead, 
the challenge must be to end it. Difficult as it may 
seem, that goal is most likely to be achieved when 
Afghans can agree a new social contract, within a 
restored pluralist political system, after the passing 
of the Taliban’s second Emirate. g
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Northern Ireland and Cop 26 
Marcus Leroux 
 
Marcus Leroux is a London-based investigative journalist

It is two years since Northern Ireland plugged a 
significant renewable energy project into the electricity 
grid; two years in which catastrophic weather and rising 
temperatures across the world have reinjected urgency 
into tackling global warming. 

Dysfunctional politics have left a gaping void 
where a climate policy should be. Much hangs on 
the next few months.  

The Cop26 climate summit, which begins on 
October 31 in Glasgow, is billed as an opportunity 
for governments to redouble their efforts to avoid 
the most extreme outcomes predicted by scientists: 
large swathes of the world rendered uninhabitable, 
sea rises measured in feet rather than inches, once-
in-a-century inundations becoming annual events.  

But by then there is also a chance we will have a 
good indication of whether Northern Ireland 
intends to be a reluctant passenger or a driver in the 
voyage to a future where average global 
temperatures rise no further than 1.5 degrees C 
above pre-industrial levels.  

It is worth recapping just how far adrift 
Northern Ireland is. We have had no subsidy regime 
for green electricity generation since the end of the 
Northern Ireland Renewables Obligations scheme 
in 2017, because Stormont was mothballed while 
Westminster legislated to replace it elsewhere.  

While the devolved governments in Scotland 
and Wales have binding net-zero targets over and 
above the UK Climate Act 2008, Northern Ireland 
has not acted. With the Irish government having 
enshrined its target in and overhauled its subsidy 
regime in 2019, Northern Ireland is an outlier in 

these islands.  
Edwin Poots’s most significant contribution so 

far was to obtain what in effect has been a doctor’s 
note from the Committee on Climate Change 
(CCC) excusing Northern Ireland from the most 
strenuous steps in combating climate change.  

Meanwhile at Stormont, the DUP is haggling 
with the Greens over combining two rival Climate 
Bills. Edwin Poots, the DUP’s environment and 
agriculture minister, had baulked at a Green-
sponsored private members bill and its proposed 
target for Northern Ireland to become net-zero in 
carbon emissions by 2045. The private members bill 
is backed by all of the major parties bar the DUP, 
so it looks likely that Poots will have to give ground 
somewhere.  

Poots is motivated by a desire to insulate 
Northern Ireland’s food producers, our biggest 
emitters of greenhouse gases, from any stringent 
measures. That translates into an 80 per cent 
reductions in emissions by 2050, in line with the 
CCC’s recommendation.  

The negotiations continued as Fortnight went to 
press. But there is also movement on a potentially 
less controversial, but no less vital, front on the 
struggle against climate change: the power sector. 
The Executive is due to reveal its energy strategy in 
November, but may do so before Cop starts.  
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fuels or hydrogen as a back-up. ‘In that sense we’re 
world-leading’, said Agnew. ‘Other networks are 
looking to what we’re doing.’ 

Getting there requires political ambition. 
Stormont has a track record of treating renewable 
energy subsidies as a boondoggle. Support for the 
Renewable Heat Incentive and for biogas produced 
by anaerobic digestion was characterised by 
extravagant spending that benefited the agrifood 
industry, smuggled in under the auspices of tackling 
climate change. Internally, civil servants at the 
Department for Agriculture, Environment and 
Rural Affairs (Daera) referred to the lucrative 
subsidies for biogas as evidence of the Executive’s 
support for the poultry industry rather than as a 
green energy scheme. It is that department, under 
Edwin Poots, that is now leading Northern Ireland’s 
participation in the Cop process.  

Yet there are signs that the politics are shifting 
around the Department. The Executive endorsed a 
proposal by Nichola Mallon, the SDLP 
infrastructure minister, to hold a pre-Cop climate 
summit in Northern Ireland. Details are scant but 
the fact of it happening indicates that the political 
market has moved. 

A spokesperson for Daera highlighted the 
Department’s work on developing a future 
peatlands strategy and a multi-decade Green 
Growth Strategy as evidence that it was not shirking 
as Cop26 approached. A Department insider has 
previously told Fortnight of how within the 
department the Green Growth Strategy is often 
muddled with the earlier Going for Growth 
Strategy, which was pilloried by environmentalists 
as setting and cementing unsustainable business-led 
growth targets for the agrifood industry.  

When Cop26 opens in Glasgow we should be 
able to tell whether Northern Ireland’s new climate 
policy is worthy of the name, or whether it amounts 
to an old one with a thin daub of green paint.  

Steven Agnew, head of RenewableNI, an 
industry group, said that whatever the content of 
the eventual climate bill and the requirements it 
makes of the agrifood industry, decarbonising the 
power sector is an essential first step.   

‘Northern Ireland has done nothing effectively’, 
he said of the lack of incentives for new renewable 
energy projects. ‘We met the 2020 target around 
2018’ and the response seemed to be, ‘we don’t need 
to do anything else’. We should have been preparing 
for the next round [of targets].  

‘It’s only now that we’re anticipating an energy 
strategy, hopefully ahead of Cop, that will start to 
address the policy gap.’ In practice, he says, a net-
zero electricity grid will mean the closure of two of 
Kilroot, Ballylumford and Coolkeeragh power 
stations and the conversion of the eventual 
remaining plant to hydrogen to provide a clean 
back-up to wind and solar power when the wind 
isn’t blowing and the sun isn’t shining.  

Despite the hard choices ahead, Agnew, a former 
leader of the Green Party Northern Ireland, believes 
that there ought to be consensus around the power 
sector. ‘Whether you’re going to net-zero in 2045 
or 80 per cent by 2050, the first part is going to be 
decarbonising power’, he said. 

RenewableNI says that the grid operator, System 
Operator for Northern Ireland or Soni, is already 
adept at handling the intermittency of renewable 
energy sources. Soni, owned by Eirgrid, the 
Republic’s state-owned operator, reckons that by 
2030 it is feasible that renewables could generate 95 
per cent of our electricity at any given moment, up 
from 65 per cent today. In the jargon of the sector 
this is called the system non-synchronous 
penetration, or SNSP, and it is an important metric 
because it underlines how much the grid can rely 
on variable generation, like wind, solar or 
interconnectors taking electricity from Great 
Britain. The more the system can deal with variable 
sources of electricity, the less it has to rely on fossil 

g

Kilroot Power Station
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The producer of a documentary on the 1792 
Harper’s Assembly who sought access to the old 
‘Four Corners’ Northern Bank, formerly the 
Assembly Rooms building, was asked for a large fee. 
A more successful attempt to use the ‘venerable 
venue’ a few years before, was made by harpist, 
Nollaig Brolly, who organised a one-off concert. 
This, and an art exhibition were among the only 
public uses made of the iconic building in the last 
ten years or so. 

In September 2020, as people were learning to 
live with lockdown, Belfast’s City Council’s 
Planning Committee voted by 8 votes to 5, to grant 
outline planning permission for a massive office and 
retail redevelopment scheme on the north side of 
the city-centre. This earmarked the Assembly 
Rooms to become a boutique hotel. This decision 
was probably taken without the Committee being 
aware that Irish harp music had received ‘cultural 
designation’ by United Nations cultural body, 
UNESCO, nine months previously.  

Instead, a London based investment and 
property development company was given carte 
blanche to turn one of Belfast’s most historical 
buildings into yet another hotel. It simply beggars 
belief! Among those voting for this move were 
admirers of the 18th century United Irishman, 

A reimagined vision for Belfast after 
Covid crisis 
Bernard Conlon 
 
Bernard Conlon is a communications facilitator and writer

The Assembly Rooms was where the 1792 Harpers 
Assembly took place. Instead, St George’s Church in High 
Street, also with ties to the harpers, opened their doors at 
no cost. Therefore, 18th century Belfast, combined with 
Ireland’s ancient harp music, were suitably, if modestly 
celebrated. But will they ever be celebrated in a way that 
they truly deserve?

Henry Joy Mc Cracken and his sister Mary Ann. 
Mc Cracken, a Presbyterian, was executed for his 
part in the 1798 Uprising. One of Belfast’s flagship 
buildings at the time, instead of hosting harpers as 
it did in 1792 was sadly, the venue for Mc Cracken’s 
trial. He was hanged in nearby Cornmarket.  

Whatever about historical nuance and vision, the 
time is ripe to question what the post-pandemic era 
might look like and use the unique opportunity 
afforded by the Covid crisis to reimagine Belfast. 
This should be in a way that promotes peace, 
prosperity, confounds and challenges. Speculative 
development on the other hand cares little for ideals 
like ‘shared history’ and ‘shared space’. 

Creating a more humane culture, re-creating 
historical artefacts, farmers markets, roof-top 
market gardens, micro-energy generation and of 
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course, increased pedestrianisation and public and 
green space are just some of the possible 
components of reimagination. 

Few people see the need for a vibrant hub at the 
heart of what was 18th century Belfast, more so 
than Eugene Dunphy, researcher, and musician 
(Fortnight 482 from Belfast 1792: The Hub of the 
Harp – https://vimeo.com/78743258). “What I 
would like to see is an annual celebration of the first 
Belfast Harpers Assembly of 1792. It confounds me 
as to why there is not one every year. Why not have 
the Harpers Assembly in the original place it was 
held,” he asks in a clarion call way. 

People like Brolly, Dunphy, music academic 
Janet Harbinson, and Cathedral Quarter 
Campaigners like QUB academic, Agustina 
Martire, have long indicated that 18th century 
Belfast, has not been rightfully acknowledged? 
Complementing and enhancing what exists in the 
Cathedral Quarter to create a broader version of an 
old town, culturally vibrant and authentic, can still 
be achieved – just about. 

Configuring such an old town concept would 
involve animating the political landscape of the 
18th century, including the enlightenment and the 
French Revolution. It would also highlight a rich 
literary heritage, as exemplified by the likes of 
Jonathan Swift. The story of the Joy and Mc 
Cracken families is obviously integral to Belfast at 
that time. Henry Joy Mc Cracken’s sister, Mary Ann 
(1770–1866), who saw him hang, was a tireless 
anti-slavery campaigner. Her story is now coming 
much more to the fore. 

This part of Belfast also occupies an important 
place in the history of journalism. The Belfast 
Newsletter set up by the Joy family, was the first 
ostensible English-language newspaper in the world. 
All this complements how, in the 1790s, the survival 
of indigenous Irish music was advanced by a single, 
seminal event.  

The last fifty years has generated its own history. 
August 1969 saw violence escalate. A prolonged 
bombing campaign resulted. As well as exacting a 
terrible human toll, in Belfast it indirectly helped 
pave the way for the developers.  

The Laganside Development Corporation had 
the imprimatur of public interest and regeneration. 
Less discerning developers plonked incongruous 

buildings down in the likes of Royal Avenue with 
little regard for built heritage. Such buildings are 
now faced with increasing uncertainty, with the rise 
of online shopping and the spectre of the post-
pandemic world. The more ambitious Victoria 
Square coincided with the 2008 financial crisis. 
Irreplaceable gems like the old Kitchen Bar were 
subsumed. Victoria Square, a huge open-ended 
cathedral-like space, never seemed to reach full 
capacity. The residential aspect of the project has 
also had problems. 

In the wake of the financial crash, property in 
the oldest part of the city centre had obviously been 
quietly and cheaply acquired? The Assembly Rooms 
building was a case in point. Long left fallow and 
eventually sold on, presumably to the developers 
behind the blandly branded £500 million Tribeca 
scheme?  

Due to Tribeca’s scale, it is subject to a ‘regionally 
significant planning application,’ the province of the 
Department of Infrastructure. There are also various 
policy and legal frameworks which have a bearing. 
The Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan for instance, 
which seems mired in legal and other gremlins. 
There is also the overarching Regional Development 
Strategy for Northern Ireland 2035. But perhaps the 
looming elephant in the room is infrastructural. 
More to the point, the sewage system.  

Minister of Infrastructure, Nichola Mallon 
points to a legacy of chronic underinvestment. She 
and her NI Water colleagues mention that this will 
take twelve years to resolve and around £2.5 billion. 
Meanwhile the University of Ulster is heading for 
the north side of the city-centre, where many of its 
students will also reside. Despite NI Water’s recent 
efforts in Belfast, with a massive campus and the 
possibility of Tribeca, they will have their work cut 
out. This is underlined by NI Water Chairman, Dr 
Len O Hagan. He sanguinely says: “No drains mean 
no cranes. It means that we can’t accept new 
connections for new developments, houses, offices, 
factories, hotels, hospitals or schools.” 

Reimagining our town and city centres is part of 
this. Belfast is a modest sized city with a short but 
rich history. Through the Harpers Assembly it is 
linked to a thousand years of what the leading 
exponent of the ancient harp music of Ireland, 
Siobhan Armstrong, calls ‘courtly art music’.  
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The Cathedral Quarter was a sign of Belfast 
reviving after the ‘Troubles’ and the economic 
doldrums of the 1970s and 80s. It developed 
around the architectural hub of St Ann’s, a heritage, 
and a faith building. Growth was driven by arts, 
crafts, cultural organisations and small businesses. 
Adjacent to the Cathedral Quarter and within it are 
streets and alleyways originating from Belfast’s 
earliest days. In the wake of the Covid crisis it would 
be apt to consolidate and complement the 
Cathedral Quarter with the creation of an old town 
project with an emphasis on the 18th century, but 
also embracing elements of the 19th century city.  

The Four Corners, the historic heart of the city 
from where milestones were measured and where 
today there is a confluence of five streets (Rosemary, 
North, Bridge, Donegall and Waring Streets) is 
precisely the sort of feature worth reviving. And of 
course, its centrepiece would be the Assembly and 
Exchange Rooms of bygone centuries.  

This building transcends the 18th and 19th 
centuries having been adjusted by Belfast’s doyen 
architect Charles Lanyon in 1845. The Assembly 
Rooms are ripe for developing as a heritage hub and 
cultural centre, providing performance space for 
music, particularly harp and other acoustic forms. 
Relaxed recitals in a tearoom/salon setting, for 
instance, can be envisaged. Interpretative, 
educational and exhibition space pertaining to the 
Harpers Assembly and other themes, would also 
presumably be integral. Recreating an 18th century 
ambience and period feel would be to create a 
veritable idyll that Belfast city-centre lacks. 

The Assembly Rooms would also be the focal 
point of a heritage trail linking the likes of Clifton 
House and Clifton Street Cemetery, St George’s 
Church, Rosemary Street Presbyterian, and St 
Marys, Chapel Lane, all with 18th century 
‘connectivity’. 

That Riddel’s 19th century warehouse in Ann 
Street has been acquired by the Hearth Historic 
Buildings Trust and is to undergo ‘priority repairs’ 
is a chink of light. Riddel’s is potentially a micro 
template for built heritage good practice? Such 
buildings should be integrated into a coordinated 
network with each other. 

It is incumbent on local and central government 
to support their citizens and communities first and 
foremost. There are precedents of public agency 
driving relatively considered development, such as 
the Titanic Quarter and the Crumlin Road Jail. 
There is also the partnership board blueprint, 
bridging the public and community sectors.   

This invokes the interest of John Gray of Belfast’s 
Reclaim the Enlightenment group. A former Chief 
Librarian of Belfast’s Linen Hall Library, and a 
noted historian, he expressed barely concealed 
horror at the prospect of the Assembly Rooms 
becoming a boutique hotel. John Gray fervently 
asserted: “Reclaim the Enlightenment is strongly in 
favour of preserving the Assembly Rooms as a 
public space, ideally as a location where we all can 
celebrate Belfast’s progressive 18th century heritage 
as an inspiration to how we should conduct 
ourselves in the present.” 

Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann, the Irish music 
organisation through Dún Uladh, their Omagh 
centre, has in recent years worked closely with the 
Ulster Scots Agency and others to promote 
awareness of Edward Bunting, the 19-year-old and 
one-time organist at St Georges, who notated the 
music at the Harpers Assembly. A descendant of 
Bunting’s, Frank Bunting, an Australian engineer, 
has become passionate about the fate of the 
Assembly Rooms, after speaking at a Dún Uladh 
spearheaded event in Belfast.  

So, as John Killen, John Gray’s successor in the 
Linen Hall said, “The ghosts of 1792 will always be 
with us.” g

Fortnight@50 No 483.qxp_Layout 1  01/10/2021  10:47  Page 26



27 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

@50
rtnightfo

Cross-communal Centenary 
celebrations 
Tim McGarry 
 
Tim McGarry is a comedian and actor from North Belfast

2021 marks 100 years since the foundation of 
the multi-monikered entity we call home …
‘Northern Ireland’, ‘the North’, ‘the Province’, 
‘here’, ‘Our Wee Country’ etc etc.  

(You say “Ulster”. I say “Occupied Six County 
Gerrymandered Sectarian Orange Statelet” 

Let’s call the whole thing off. ) 
My English brother-in-law is very worried that 

England still hasn’t recovered from the bitter 
divisions caused by Brexit 5 years ago. I reminded 
him that over here we still haven’t got over the 
result of the Battle of the Boyne 331 years ago. So 
for us, 100 years ago isn’t so much history, it’s the 
day before yesterday. 100 years on, Northern 
Ireland remains a very divided society. 

So in 2021 we’re simultaneously celebrating, 
sullenly acknowledging, commemorating, 
ignoring, remembering, cursing, and honouring a 
hundred years of our controversial constitution.  

Centenary celebrations have been somewhat 
muted to say the least. The implosion of political 
Unionism in the year of its big birthday has not 
helped matters.   

Northern Ireland’s centenary is like the birthday 
party of a six year old girl. As twenty of her friends 
from P2 arrive at the house to watch Frozen, she’s 
in the toilet throwing up after eating too many 
Percy Pigs.  

So is there anything to celebrate?  
Partitioning countries by religion has gone 
somewhat out of fashion and I suppose we can 

take some credit for that. But Northern Ireland 
has remanded remarkably resilient despite, or 
more likely, because of the violent opposition to 
it.  

The bad news for Nationalists is that 
partitioned countries are rarely re-coupled.  

The bad news for Unionists is that a bitter split 
usually leads merely to more bitterness, division 
and virtually endless conflict as we see from 
Israel/Palestine, India/Pakistan and Oasis. 

Countless books have been written about the 
history of Northern Ireland. Let me save you 
bother of reading them. Basically there were 50 
years of one-party rule, 25 years of conflict and 25 
years of peace processing.  

If you want more detail I have provided below a 
completely incomplete and random glossary of 
useful terms that summarises our past and our 
present and some of its protagonists. I think the 
glossary will be particularly useful for outsiders 
and people who don’t really understand the 
nuances of Northern Ireland, such as the Chief 
Constable.   

Feel free to cut out and keep. 
 

Border  In 1921 the border was a new squiggly 
line over 300 miles long separating two parts of 
one island. In 2021 it is a sausage being checked 
at Larne. 

Let’s be honest if Northern Ireland didn’t exist, 
you wouldn’t invent it would you?
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The North  This is a term used by Nationalists 
to describe Northern Ireland and more 
importantly to deliberately wind up Unionists. 
Other words and phrases that intentionally 
provoke anger and outrage include 
“Londonderry”, “Planter’ and “biggest show in 
the country”. 

The South  the bit of Ireland that is not the 
North. County Donegal is in the south even 
though it is the most northerly part of Ireland. 
And lots of County Monaghan is north of bits 
of the North but please note, it is still the 
South.  

Orange State  The period from 1922–72 when 
Unionists ran Northern Ireland as a one party 
state.   

Cf  50 years of Unionist misrule. 

Cf “The Good Old Days” – Jim Allister   

Terrorism  what they did to us. 

Legitimate and proportionate use of 
violence  what we did to them.  

Adams, Gerry  former barman, inaccurate 
autobiographer, tweeter of avuncular whimsy. 
Definitely, definitely, definitely NOT a former 
godfather of terrorism no matter what the huge 
pile of evidence says. Adams is also a regular 
predictor of imminent Irish Unity, though his 
predictions steadfastly refuse to come true. cf 
Unmystic Meg. 

Power Sharing  Elaborate political process 
devised for dividing the money we get from 
Britain in to money for Prods and money for 
Taigs.  

Hume, John  Finest politician of last 
100 years. Kept banging on and on 
about peace, not eating a flag and 
unity being about people not borders. 
In fact, he went about this so much 
that terrorists eventually called 
ceasefires in 1994 just to shut him up.  

Paisley, Ian  Firebrand preacher. 
Pope-botherer.  Instigator of Troubles. 
Waged war against sodomy. Lost war 
comprehensively. Waged more 

successful war against compromise for 40 years 
and then compromised. Latter day Chuckle 
Brother. Former Loyal Son of Ulster 

Michael D Higgins  Irish President which is 
President of the Irish but not all of Ireland. 
From the South but regular visitor to North 
provided the invitation is perfectly phrased  

Sectarian  What themmuns are.  

Stormont  frequently mispronounced seat of 
what is laughingly called government in 
Northern Ireland. Stormont is very important 
for the stability of Northern Ireland though not 
so important that MLAs can’t take a wee 3 year 
break.  

Catholics  the cause of all the trouble here. See 
also “Protestants”.  

Best, 
George  
the greatest 
footballer 
ever. Anyone 
disputing 
this is not 
from 
Northern 
Ireland. 

 

Deputy First Minister  Deputy First sounds 
like it is a deputy to a first and therefore inferior 
to the first i.e. second. But in Northern Ireland 
words do not have the same obvious meaning 
that they have in other jurisdictions. So the 
Deputy First actually has the same powers as 
the First and is completely co-equal to the First, 
in other words for all intents and purposes, 
deputy first is joint first, and logically therefore 
not an actual deputy and so not inferior to the 
first. 

Unless you are Unionist, in which case deputy 
first is clearly inferior to first and for a Unionist 
to be deputy first, and so co-equal to a first, 
would be the end of the world.  

(This use of the practical euphemism “Deputy 
First” has now moved beyond Northern Ireland 
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and is a useful tool to prevent other people 
being upset. So if you know any English 
football fans just tell them that in July this year 
England did not lose the Euros football final to 
Italy – they came deputy first.) 

Heaney, Seamus  Nobel Laureate, Derry 
wordsmith, and highly inappropriate poster boy 
for NIO’s Centenary campaign. Heaney 
celebrating the centenary is like having Nigel 
Farage fronting the Michel Barnier Fan Club.  

Planters  Insult used by Nationalists against 
Unionists to imply that the latter have no right 
to be in Ireland on the grounds that they only 
arrived here a mere 410 years ago.  

Passed Off Peacefully  Method by which we 
judge the success of an event in Northern 
Ireland. “How did your 7 year old son’s Holy 
Communion party go?” “ Great. It passed off 
peacefully.” 

NI Protocol Protests  strange new form of 
protest where people protest about something 
they actively brought about themselves. 

Bread and Butter Issues  Issues like the 
NHS, education, and the climate crisis which 
voters claim are very important but then ignore 
when there’s a row about flags, poppies or 
bilingual road signs. 

Sinn Fein MPs Schrodinger’s Politicians, they 
are simultaneously both MPs and not MPs. 
Take seats but refuse to sit in said seats. 
Members of parliament but not in it. This 
abstentionist policy was adopted as recently as 
1918.   

Bonfires  Multi-storey form of cultural 
expression. Inevitable cause of annual dispute – 
“Is it pronounced bonfire or bone-fire”? 

Unionism  the political philosophy that believes 
that the best way to make people want to stay 
in the Union is to treat them like dangerous 
enemies. 

Violent Republicanism  the political 
philosophy that believes that the best way to 
unite the people of Ireland is to shoot lots of 
them.  

Secretary of State  Hapless 
English politician with no 
knowledge of Northern 
Ireland who is given the task 
of running Northern Ireland. 
It is a prerequisite that the 
office holder must have 
received zero votes from the 
Northern Ireland electorate. 
Job usually given to obscure and incompetent 
politicians as punishment for something they 
did in a previous life.  

Secretaries of State are formally ranked from 
Mo Mowlam – “the best”, to Karen Bradley 
–“Ffs!! Seriously??” 

Integrated Education  the ridiculous and 
dangerous notion that educating children of all 
religions together in the same school might 
somehow reduce sectarianism. Opposed by all 
right-thinking people who make a living from 
division. 

Irish Catholic Church  unelected, unofficial 
government of Southern Ireland from 1922 to 
early 21st century. Very strict on issues of sexual 
morality, except for the sexual morality of its 
own staff. Mass producer of well-laundered 
sheets and damaged individuals.  

Formerly an extremely powerful institution in 
Ireland, it is now less influential than an online 
Twitter poll about bus lanes. 

Whataboutery  Popular debating device where 
you ignore or understate fault on your part by 
pointing to an irrelevant thing done by 
someone else eg “The IRA were awful”. 
“Maybe, but your feet smell” 

Partitionism  Southern Irish lack of enthusiasm 
for Irish Unity. Examples of Partitionism 
include RTE weather maps which stop at the 
border, Southerners calling Northerners 
“Nordies” and the southern GAA teams hating 
successful 6 County GAA teams more than they 
hate people who call hurls “hurley bats”.  

Middle ground  Area of land despised by 
majority of voters.  g
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The Troubles with Northern 
Irish literature 
Rosemary Jenkinson 
 
Rosemary Jenkinson is a short story writer, playwright and ACNI Major Artist 

Why is Northern Irish literature feasting on the dead corpse 
of the Troubles more than ever? We writers seem to have no 
more ability than our politicians to move on from the past. 
From novels like Jenny McCartney’s The Ghost Factory to the 
raft of new Troubles-based memoir and TV crime shows, 
Troubles-mania is rampant. Are we pandering to some 
insatiable demand or are we just jumping on the bandwagon, 
wearing the Trash my Father Wore? 

@50
rtnightfo

One of the main reasons why our gaze is so retrogressive is the Decade of the 
Centenaries commemorative programme. Artists have been commissioned to look 
at the past instead of the present. We are also subject to the Anna Burns effect where 
the success of Milkman has engendered imitators. By writing obliquely, Burns gave 
Milkman an international dystopian patina, but it doesn’t alter the fact that it was 
a Troubles novel. Lisa McGee’s sitcom Derry Girls has had its own cultural impact 
through humorous nostalgia for kidnappings, sectarianism and bombs – Michelle 
Gallen’s novel Big Girl, Small Town immediately springs to mind.  

Many writers feel pressurized into writing work that fulfils external expectations. 
The press actively encourages retrospective fiction through articles such as this from 
the Guardian: ‘Top 10 Books about the Troubles’ or this year’s LA Times article: 
‘How the moral muddle of the Irish Troubles spawned a potent new genre Belfast 
Noir’. There has been a huge explosion of Belfast Noir over the years and its chief 
exponents include Stuart Neville, Adrian McKinty, Kelly Creighton, Sharon 
Dempsey, Gerard Brennan and Eoin McNamee. Journalists who worked during 
the Troubles have recently joined their ranks: Malachi O’Doherty’s Terry Brankin 

Has a Gun has an ex-IRA protagonist and Henry 
McDonald’s Two Souls spans the seventies and 
eighties. Ex-combatant, Richard O’Rawe, has 
joined the party with Northern Heist while young 
American writers like Flynn Berry with her IRA-
focused Northern Spy are also hijacking the genre. 
The Troubles are lurking in all of these novels, 
whether directly or implicitly.   

Michelle Gallen 
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It’s not only the novel peddling this narrow-visioned Belfast 
Noir for all its worth, but television too. In 2021, yet another 
BBC show Bloodlands delved into ‘Disappeared’ cases from the 
nineties. Interestingly, Anne Devlin was told by a BBC executive 
in 2018 that her script about the Troubles couldn’t be produced 
in spite of its quality. The executive explained that the only way 
for Devlin to get a Troubles story greenlit by the BBC was ‘to 
find a Trojan horse’ which was crime drama. It’s infuriating that 

writers are being restricted and pushed into genre-writing. 
Meanwhile, memoirs are being pumped out about Troubles childhoods faster 

than Ulster fries flipped off a café stove. Recent examples are Kerri ní Dochartaigh’s 
Thin Places, The Troubles With Us by Alix O’Neill, Did Ye Hear Mammy Died by 
Séamas O’Reilly and A Belfast Child by John Chambers. Northern Irish memoirists 
are now exporting their trauma worldwide, converting PTSD into GBP. 

When I started writing for theatre in the mid-2000s, there was a strong kickback 
against work inspired by the Troubles. Luminaries of the Lyric Theatre like Dan 
Gordon said that there was no more public interest in Troubles plays. While no 
one should dictate subject matter, as a great play is a great play regardless of topic, 
there was a real fatigue at that time with the relentless diet of Gary Mitchell plays. 
The truth is that when plays and novels deal with paramilitaries, there is little 
distinction between Troubles or post-Troubles narratives as the war is never fully 
over for ex-combatants; either their former actions haunt them or the families of 
their victims pursue them. In spite of efforts to diversify, the Lyric has returned to 
the old fodder with Good Vibrations, Cyprus Avenue and Sadie, the last of which 
includes Troubles flashbacks. The ghosts keep sidling back, the blood continues to 
bubble up from under the floorboards and it isn’t a manifestation solely confined 
to Belfast. One of the biggest West End shows of the past five years is Jez 
Butterworth’s The Ferryman, set during the hunger strikes. Butterworth is entitled 
to write what he wants, but it is somewhat galling that an English writer gets to 
have his cloying notions of us performed on a huge stage, perpetuating the idea 
that the ultimate Northern Irish story is Troubles-based. 

To be fair to Northern Irish novelists, many do write about other subjects. Bernie 
McGill’s The Watch House is about the arrival of the modern world at the turn of 
the twentieth century and Lucy Caldwell’s forthcoming novel These Days is about 
the Belfast Blitz. However, there is still a lack of contemporary novels and it’s not 
surprising that These Days is set in those days.  

Some well-known novelists who write within a modern landscape still find it 
hard to resist the temptation of the past. Where Are We Now?, the title of Glenn 
Patterson’s latest novel, suggests we don’t have a clue where we’re politically going. 
David Park’s Travelling in a Strange Land takes the first opportunity it can to ditch 
Northern Ireland for snowy England, but the narrator looks back at ‘the still-
smouldering hatreds’. Jan Carson’s The Fire Starters also yields to the allure of the 
bad old days in featuring Sammy Agnew whose prior sectarian acts have been 
imparted to his son, Mark. It is as though Mark is now waging his own surreal 
version of the Troubles. Wendy Erskine’s short story collection Sweet Home does 
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well to avoid the usual traps. While one story contains the threatening presence of 
the paramilitary Kyle, most deal with an up-to-date Belfast of immigrants and 
architects. 

Sometimes I think post-Troubles fiction is just a means for writers to ponder 
whether this country will return to war. We writers should band together and be 
proactive in eliminating the Troubles from contemporary plays and novels in the 
same way we have tried to eliminate sexism. The Bechdel test is a measure of the 
representation of women in fiction and asks whether a work features at least two 
women who talk to each other about something other than a man. It’s high time 
we implemented a similar test to measure the representation of post-Troubles fiction 
by asking how often a work alludes to the Troubles. 

The fundamental problem is that Northern Irish writers are cannibalizing each 
other. We feed off one another like Hannibal Lecter, only in our case, we’re cannibal 
lectors! Northern Ireland’s paucity of publishers means our literary output is 
Lilliputian and leads to a lack of diversity. We need to stop reading each other’s 
work and look to the rest of the world for inspiration. We should be reading writers 
from Russia, France, Latin America – anything to stop this ceaseless navel-gazing. 

Instead of plundering the old treasures of the Troubles and the drama of division, 
we need to move on. The question is: what should we be writing? Naturally, as a 
writer, I have to protect my ideas, but I will say that I’m focusing on contemporary 
politics. With Brexit, the Protocol and the centenary, this country is more in the 
news than it has been for decades and it’s up to writers to reflect that. I want to be 
modern. I’m not here to take part in Northern Irish literature; I’m here to take 
Northern Irish literature apart. I call on all writers to join me. g
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Through a many-petalled 
prism, darkly 
the life and painting of Aimee Melaugh 
Cian O’Neill 
 
Cian O’Neill is an Irish writer/painter and a longstanding contributor to Fortnight, 
including criticism

    C  Tell us how the painting started. 

AM I don’t think anything about my surroundings triggered an interest, I’ve always 
enjoyed being creative, but it wasn’t until I was around fifteen at school that I 
realised I actually really enjoyed art. I went to an Art School thing at Void Gallery 
during my final years and really enjoyed how expressive it was. I applied for a few 
different courses at uni’ like architecture but while I knew my heart wouldn’t be in 
that, the idea of pursuing art as a career didn’t seem like a proper option until I was 
in final year. I really threw myself into it and developed my practice. 

   C  What was your first epiphanic moment with painting? 

AM At the start of art college we went to see Francis Bacon’s reassembled studio in Hugh 
Lane (Dublin) which I found fascinating as it was covered in paint and so messy 
and had so much energy captured in it. Later on I saw his, ‘Triptych Inspired by 
the Oresteia of Aeschylus’ (1981), it was bright with figures which were abstracted 
and entangled within one another, it was so full of energy. My view of Bacon’s work 
hasn’t changed, I love the way he paints flesh and how graphic his work is, its almost 
uncomfortable to look at. 

Detail from ‘Vain Exterior’, 2019,  
Oil on canvas 50 x 60 x 3.8 cm 

Photo by Aimee Melaugh

Born in Derry one year after the ceasefire of ’95, painter Aimee Melaugh 
is one of that lucky first generation arrived, as peace crept out in the 
North, who were borne from darkness yet would move wholly 
unburdened by history, via ideas and art, to a long-delayed post-
modernism freed of history’s nightmare. Her beautiful work is still 
freighted, perhaps, with the cultural memory of too-great proximity to the 
existential, to death and the living through it, certainly it denies nothing 
in its penetrating scrutiny of the self, the form and fall and heft of people, 
stilled life caught enshadowed in a wild, fractured frame.  

Having graduated with a BA in Painting from York St, Belfast (UU’s 
College of Art), in 2018, Melaugh returned to Derry and began 
professional practice. Thus far she has exhibited in several Belfast group 
shows and had a solo exhibition at The Glassworks, Derry, supported by 
the Arts Council NI Her work has been collected by her alma mater, The 
Arts Council and the Civil Service.
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  C Skill matters, just like the feel. 

AM Yes, I love looking at paintings and wondering how the person created certain effects 
and marks, I love how technical it is. I find it immersive, how certain artists use 
paint to create a narrative or something aesthetically pleasing. I love working with 
colour and tone and with painting there’s so much to explore and try, so many 
mediums and materials. 

  C  Even though it’s coloured mud on canvas or board in two dimensions, sure – I 
think non-painters maybe they don’t see the fun challenge in the limitations. Do 
you think painting has a future in this digital world? 

AM I think paintings viewed online can’t compare to seeing the art work in real life.  
Paintings can be so full of life with marks and textures and images on social media 
don’t really capture that. I think its so important to visit exhibitions and see 
paintings in real life. 

  C Your work is fractured yet precise, do you use any technology in the making of it? 

AM I often plan them using an app on my phone, I always paint using my phone or an 
image of something in my hand, I need something to relate to, to even make a 
shape. My paintings never go to plan, I always take objects out and replace them 
during the process or mess something up then paint over it. I love making mistakes 
when painting, they’re the best parts. 

  C Absolutely, mistakes can be the making of a piece if you know how to handle them 
lightly enough. In terms of what’s conscious or planned, are there images, effects or 
techniques you see running through your work? 

AM I think bright bursts of colour carry through it, I also love layering images and 
glazing over certain areas with thin layers of paint. My larger scale work sometimes 
takes up to a year, to complete just one painting, I always end up changing paintings 
halfway through or leave them for a few weeks then come back to them. 

  C You can tell they’re considered and ‘worked’.  Some would call them ‘dark’. Is that 
maybe the complicated history of your city, your country coming through?  

 AM I don’t know, I tend to draw inspiration from events which have taken place all over 
the world. I suppose my degree work was maybe a bit more Irish in a sense just 
because, at the time I used some family photographs taken during the 70s in 
Northern Ireland and these formed some of the figures and landscape of that work. 
My newest work tends to focus more on my own personal experiences in terms of 
identity, whilst looking at poetry and literature – all I want is to try to evoke a 
response in the viewer and allow them to connect on some level. Painting can bring 
anything to life. 

    C Tell us about art college and afterwards. 

AM We had such a small class so everyone got on really well and supported one another. 
We did group crits (critical group tutorials / seminars) often which were so useful 
when trying to push your practice further or just even reach another stage in a 
painting. There was real work ethic and I just loved being in the studios all the time. 
During the degree show I realised how big the art scene was in Belfast, I was 

ARTS
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introduced to so many galleries and just felt more like I knew what I could do after 
uni’. I moved back to Derry straight after graduating, I had a studio sorted and 
couldn’t wait to get into it.   

    C What was the move back to the real world after art college like? 

AM The degree show really helped prepare me with the transition as I got an award to 
be included in a group show in Belfast a few months later at the ArtisAnn Gallery. 
That was my first show outside of art college and it helped prepare me for facing 
the art world. It was weird for the first year I think, going into a quiet studio space 
by myself. For the past two years now I’ve really enjoyed having it, I feel a bit more 
free and can experiment a bit more.  

 C Have you many artist peers in Derry, then? 

AM I’m near other artists – my studio’s in a shared space with other artists’ studios so 
its great to be able to talk the odd time, maybe in the future I would move but I’m 
not sure.  

   C Art does have the business / admin side. 

AM I think there’s a lot more goes into being an artist than you think, there’s a good 
bit of admin work as well as updating websites and trying to meet deadlines. I have 
kind of learnt everything as I go in terms of business and promoting my own work. 
I also tend to network with artists on social media, especially during lockdown it 
was a great way to keep in touch and see what other artists are up to.  

   C Lastly, asides from work though, it’s fun, right? 

AM Sometimes I just have good painting days, I focus so well when there’s no music 
playing and I just get into the zone. When I properly paint I don’t even think about 
what I’m doing, my mind just wanders then a few hours later I’ve achieved a good 
result. Sometimes I get nothing done but I find the best thing to do on days like 
that is just focus on abstract mark making and paint freely, then come back to the 
work a different day. I enjoy painting in the evenings, I’m definitely not a morning 
person. I like just painting when I feel like it, sometimes when its forced I can’t 
paint as well. When it works, it’s an out-of-body experience when you’re just in the 
zone, painting. It just happens, it’s great when it happens. 

Tuam and Mobile Carriage installation 
photograph at the Glassworks, Derry 

Photo by John Deeryg
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Dark Horse 
Linda Anderson 

 
Linda Anderson  writes fiction and is co-editor of Female Lines:  
New Writing by Women from Northern Ireland (New Island, 2017). 

You do not have to roam very far in my 
neighbourhood to get your depression topped up.  
It might not be depression; there are pills for that. 
A kind of hollow sensation in the solar plexus, 
Weltschmerz I suppose, that kind of sorrow about 
the state of the world. 

This spot so near my home used to be a haven, ideal for walking my two dogs. 
Forty-six trees were planted round the perimeters of the parallel fields, one regularly 
cut smooth as a bowling green, the other given over to a meadow alive with bees 
and butterflies. The trees are so varied, producing sprays of bronzed, crackling 
leaves; pale green, sappy leaves; drooping tresses; the occasional pink or white 
blossom. I used to rejoice in it all but that was before the routine wreckage. Now I 
take stock, tallying the trees each day. Ten have been destroyed over two years, 
broken and uprooted.  

Last month brought a new twist. I stood aghast with Jean, a fellow dog walker, 
in front of a tree whose bark had been stripped completely, an expert flaying. The 
vandal had pulled the pliant trunk down into an accessible loop, all the better for 
whittling. Jean had tried to render it upright again by tying three poo bags round 
the slender trunk but it still leaned groundwards. 

‘What the hell?’ she said. ‘Some nasty brat! I’m dreading the summer holidays 
now.’ 

‘Idle hands.’ 
‘Empty brains!’ 
‘I don’t think the tree can live without its bark,’ I said. Grey and sapless already. 

I imagined some lad stripping the bark with his prized knife, skinning every bit of 
it. Jean and I were both assuming that a wanton boy was responsible. How 
smirkingly gratified he would be by our geriatric dismay, a little bonus. I imagined 
us as a Quentin Blake illustration: two biddies with our docile doggies, my terriers, 
her poodle, dabbing our raisin eyes with our hankies.  

‘Will you report it?’ Jean asked, as she regularly does when we confer about 
ruined trees, fly tipping, or swastikas daubed on the litter bins. 

’Sure’, I said, weary in advance. I was a chronicler of harm, of unpunished 
damage. 
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There was peace for a while although the peeled tree haunted the place, a brittling 
skeleton supported by a stapled belt. And then one morning there was the horse. 
A tawny colt, streak of white slanting his face, a dark mane and tail. He was tethered 
so that he could walk only in a limited circle. Huge tubs of water and hay were 
placed within his reach and the ground was littered with green apples, their white 
flesh tanning. More troublingly, there were two empty Quavers packets blowing 
around. 

‘You don’t think people are feeding him cheesy snacks!’ was the first thing I said 
to Jean when she turned up. 

‘Hope not. Maybe they’re just munching away while they gawk at him.’  
As usual, she already knew the facts. The horse had been installed the previous 

evening. The owner would be coming once a day to bring fresh feed and water, 
and to groom him. She had spoken with him and he wasn’t cagey at all, maybe 
hoping for community support. He was from a travelling family and had to hide 
the horse. It was temporary, he said, an emergency. He was in dispute with a rival 
family who were threatening to kill the horse. 

‘He’s going to visit once? What about the other twenty-three hours?’  
‘He struck me as rather desperate,’ Jean said. ‘Doing his best.’ 
 

Back home I could not stop thinking about the horse, the long night ahead with 
no shelter, no company, no chance of fleeing from any passing local sadist. I looked 
up the weather forecast. The temperature would drop to five degrees before dawn. 

I rang the RSPCA to alert them to the horse’s plight but did not get very far 
before the tetchy man told me that tethering a horse is perfectly legal. The owner 
was feeding and caring for the animal. I was not reporting emaciation or neglect. 

‘It is neglect.’ 
‘Not yet,’ he said. 
I decided to go and check on the horse in the late evening. There was no sign 

of anyone in the fields, not that I could see. The horse whinnied softly when I 
approached and stroked his neck. ‘What’s your name, eh? Let’s find you a name. Is 
it Rocky? Max? How about something grand like Ebenezer? Pauli? Ollie?’ He 
snorted and bowed his head for a rub. ‘Ollie it is, then.’ I had brought a picnic rug 
to sit on. Apart from that I had only an attack alarm and my mobile with its 
powerful torch. Darkness bled in fast and made everything eerie. The moon was 
clouded over and I was scared, once even by my own breathing. I was no comfort 
to Ollie, that was plain. He was wired to every sound, near or distant, eyes huge 
and muscles taut. I stuck it out for two everlasting hours before draping the blanket 
over his back and quaking my way home.  

I can’t really explain what happened next day. I couldn’t stand the fact that Ollie 
was in the vast outdoors, shackled to that dung-strewn patch of ground. I just 
wanted him to roam free, graze, roll in the grass if he wanted. I carried my ex-
husband’s old bolt cutters in my backpack. It wasn’t easy to sever the chain but I 
persisted until I was holding on to Ollie with a makeshift leash. The plan was to 
march him round the field (clippetty-clop!) and give him some reprieve from utter 
boredom. It’s not like I was abducting him. But he pulled away, jerking my arm 
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socket. I dropped the chain and he juked to and fro, stopping me from grabbing 
it back. I shouted when I nearly fell, making him run away. He paused at some 
hedgerows and I didn’t dare move. We weren’t near roads and traffic but not far 
away either. I could only watch and pray while he ambled and explored. Suddenly, 
breathtakingly, he cantered round the rim of the meadow. How different he looked. 
Head high, mane flowing. He was released into his strength, his own hungers. He 
knew to keep away from me. I had time to figure out some hard things. He was 
not my Ollie, not my wee storybook Dobbin. He didn’t want or need my words, 
my cuddles, or my coercion.  

I waited for ages, ready to call the police if he headed for the cycle path that 
would lead him to highways and public uproar. I was never gladder to see Jean 
arriving. 

‘Whatever next?’ she said. ‘What kind of idiot would endanger that poor 
animal?’ 

I shrugged. 
‘Maybe it was some lad thinking he could hop on and ride him somewhere,’ 

she said.  
‘Could be.’ That wanton boy again. So useful. 
The horse was grazing placidly now near some hawthorn bushes. Visiting hour 

was almost upon us and we agreed to wait for the owner. We would persuade him 
that time was up on this particular pasture. ‘He’ll get it,’ Jean said. ‘He told me he 
has to keep moving him to stop him being impounded.’ 

People trust Jean. She attracts confidences and secrets. But I will never tell her 
what I did.
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Government of Grownups   
Feargal Cochrane 

Feargal Cochrane is Professor Emeritus at the University of 
Kent. His book Northern Ireland –The Fragile Peace was 
published by Yale University Press in 2021.  
 
  
The Making of the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement of 1985 
A memoir 

David Goodall 
editor Frank Sheridan  
National University of Ireland £17.50, pp 244   
ISBN 978-1-90151-087-7 

There are many dates in Northern Ireland’s turbulent 
political history with a legitimate claim to be the 
starting point of the peace process in the 1990s. 15 
November 1985, the date the Anglo-Irish Agreement 
(AIA) was signed by the British and Irish governments 
at Hillsborough Castle, has as strong a claim as any. 
Despite its subsequent operational imperfections, this 
was the point that the British government accepted 
(in theory if not in practice) that Northern Ireland was 
not as ‘British as Finchley’ and that another sovereign 
government had a right to be consulted over its 
governance. The Irish government for its part, tacitly 
accepted the constitutional legitimacy of Northern 
Ireland and that its status would not change until a 
majority within Northern Ireland wanted it to. To that 
extent the AIA   laid the foundations for what came 
after, notably the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) of 
1998 and the system of devolved government that is 
‘enjoyed’ in Northern Ireland today. The consent 
principle, the need for power-sharing, the acceptance 

that both unionism and nationalism must be accorded 
parity of esteem and that the two sovereign 
governments in London and Dublin should oversee 
these arrangements together, was integral to the GFA 
but was established by the AIA in 1985.  

These are the theoretical building blocks of 
Northern Ireland’s current political dispensation – if 
admittedly being some way from the realities of the 
lived experience. 

Sir David Goodall’s memoir, ‘The Making of the 
Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985’, edited by Frank 
Sheridan, shines a fascinating light onto how the AIA 
was devised and negotiated. It is an important book 
in terms of providing first hand testimony from a 
British diplomat who was not just in the room during 
discussions that led to the 1985 Agreement, but at 
most of the key meetings on the UK side that led to 
people being in the room in the first place. The book 
is therefore a classic insider account of one of the key 
episodes in Anglo-Irish relations over the last 50 years.  

Goodall has quite a tale to tell and it’s told with 
precision and clarity. While reading it I often 
wondered what the author, who died in 2016, would 
make of the current parlous state of British diplomacy 
today? Talking sense into Margaret Thatcher, as he did 
repeatedly during the 1980s, was one thing – but 
wrangling something approaching statecraft out of the 
blundering and mendacious jibber-jabber that is Boris 
Johnson might have been beyond even his 
considerable skills. While we will never know, the 
book does demonstrate that back in the days of 
Johnson’s blond predecessor, the UK was run by grown 
ups and driven by a sense of public duty and political 
principle – however misplaced or abhorrent we might 
consider those principles to be.  

When Thatcher mused to Goodall after a dinner in 
Downing Street that if she won the forthcoming 1983 
general election she would like to ‘do something about 
Ireland’, he took her at her word. Serendipity knocked, 
as before she vanquished Michael Foot’s Labour Party 
in the 1983 election, Garret FitzGerald had replaced 
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Charles Haughey as Taoiseach in Ireland, 
opening up space for diplomatic 
movement between the two countries.  

The book has an unusual structure, with 
the main text being Goodall’s memoir, but 
this is followed by a series of additional 
mini-chapters by other notable policy 
practitioners and commentators. Goodall’s 
old sparing partner Michael Lillis gives an Irish 
perspective while Robin Renwick, formerly the EU 
lead in the Foreign Office during the 1980s and 
Charles Powell, former private secretary to Margaret 
Thatcher, provide a British perspective. The political 
journalist Stephen Collins finishes the book off with 
some judicious observations about the Irish political 
landscape during the 1980s. In the wrong editorial 
hands this could have resulted in a messy or confused 
narrative, but Frank Sheridan makes the structure 
work well and these short additional contributions 
enhance rather than detract from Goodall’s personal 
reflections on the period. There is some repetition here 
but it reinforces the central arguments rather than 
complicating them. 

Goodall marks the revival of the Anglo-Irish 
Intergovernmental Council in 1983, (initially devised 
by Thatcher and Haughey in 1981), as a formative 
moment that led to his more intensive involvement in 
Irish affairs. The co-ordinating committee to service 
the Council was led by Michael Lillis for the Irish and 
by Goodall for the British side. Like many significant 
political accomplishments, what was to become the 
Anglo-Irish Agreement started modestly, when Lillis 
invited Goodall for a stroll along Dublin’s Grand 
Canal. It was at this point that Goodall realised there 
was a lot more meat on the bone of Irish thinking 
about what could be done in Northern Ireland than 
there was on the British side. During their walk, Lillis 
sketched out some big picture thinking which 
amounted to an unequivocal and public acceptance by 
the Irish Republic of the legitimacy of Northern 
Ireland (despite Articles 2 and 3 of its constitution) 
and the need for a revived form of devolved 
government in Belfast, in return for greater 
involvement of the Irish Republic in Northern 
Ireland’s administration of justice. In essence these 
were the foundation blocks for the consent principle, 
parity of esteem and power-sharing that evolved into 
the AIA and eventually into the multi-party 

negotiations in the 1990s.  
Goodall confirms the long held 

belief that one of the drivers for 
FitzGerald’s eagerness for an ambitious 
deal with the UK over Northern 
Ireland, was the fear that unless 
alienated Northern nationalists were 
given a greater reason to believe that 

constitutional nationalism was being listened to by the 
British, Sinn Fein would overtake the SDLP 
electorally, with disastrous consequences for stability 
in the Republic as well as in the North. Goodall 
remarks that Thatcher was ‘allergic’ to the concept of 
alienation and was generally unsympathetic to the 
argument that Northern nationalist grievances needed 
to be addressed.  

Lillis and Goodall established a rapport over the 
need to improve Anglo-Irish relations as a basis for 
more effectively managing the Northern Ireland 
conflict. Goodall was helped by his background, of 
mixed Protestant and Catholic heritage and with 
family connections in Wexford, he was instinctively 
interested in and sympathetic to the situation in 
Northern Ireland. His memoir is candid about the 
difficulties in the Anglo-Irish relationship, which was, 
he claimed, ‘a historic mess’ for which Britain was 
largely responsible.  

The book is fascinating for those of us long obsessed 
with the mechanics of British policy in Northern 
Ireland and the thought (or lack thereof ) that drives 
it. However, Goodall’s memoir is equally intriguing in 
the way it shines a light on the internal dynamics of 
the British government and key political actors 
involved at the time – not least Margaret Thatcher 
herself. He paints a warts and all portrait of the former 
Prime Minister and there are no shortage of them on 
display in terms of her lack of respect for senior 
colleagues such as Sir Geoffrey Howe and her 
instinctive antipathy towards Irish nationalism. The 
turf war over Northern Ireland and petty jealousies 
between the Cabinet Office, Foreign Office and 
Northern Ireland Office (NIO) also features strongly 
in the book.  Goodall describes the struggle between 
civil servants and politicians at the top of government 
to coax the reluctant Prime Minister towards an 
agreement with the Irish Republic. The battle was to 
sublimate Thatcher’s instinctive dislike of Irish 
nationalism beneath her strategic understanding that 

Sir David Goodall
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a deal with Ireland would insulate the UK from 
international criticism over its policy in Northern 
Ireland, hopefully producing security benefits in the 
process. One of the key gatekeepers of this process was 
the Cabinet Secretary Robert Armstrong, and Goodall 
credits Armstrong with being a crucial influence on 
Thatcher’s thinking and in her preparedness to take 
the diplomatic initiative seriously. He gives less credit 
to the NIO, which he recollects as having dragged its 
feet over the whole enterprise, in part because they 
mistrusted Lillis and also because they felt what was 
being mooted was unrealistic and unworkable.  

While many political memoirs are transparently 
self-serving, Goodall spends little time trying to cover 
himself in reflected glory, focusing instead on a 
detailed, nuanced and often critical assessment of 
Anglo-Irish diplomacy. In the end he concludes that, 
as with most negotiated outcomes, neither side got 
everything they wanted –but enough to find the policy 
acceptable. The Irish did not get the joint authority 
over Northern Ireland that had been sought – rather 
a right to a ‘consultative’ role in the affairs of the 
North. While unionists at the time cast this as joint- g

sovereignty – it was not. The British got a conditional 
Irish endorsement of Northern Ireland’s constitutional 
legitimacy but not a full on revision of Articles 2 and 
3 via a referendum in the Irish Republic. The short 
term operational gains from the AIA were limited, 
notably in terms of security co-operation and 
extradition, but the importance of the AIA was in its 
longer term impacts. It became a political reality that 
unionists had to grapple with – after their failed 
campaign to remove it. It began a new phase of Anglo-
Irish co-operation that drew both sides into a joint 
management of Northern Ireland that in turn built 
networks of soft power between the two governments 
and their officials. This led directly to initiatives in the 
1990s such as the Downing Street Declaration in 
1993, Frameworks Documents in 1995 and 
eventually the Good Friday Agreement in 1998.  

Most Fortnight readers are likely to have shelves 
groaning with books on Irish political history.  Anyone 
who wants to understand the importance of Anglo-
Irish relations to peace and stability in Northern 
Ireland needs to find space for this one. 

Waiting to see where we land   
Sarah Creighton 

Sarah Creighton is a writer and commentator from Belfast and has been 
published in The Guardian, The Belfast Telegraph and The Fabian Review.  
  
Northern Protestants  
On Shifting Ground 

Susan McKay 
Blackstaff Press £16.99, pp 346   
ISBN 978-1-78073-264-0 

Speaking to Radio Ulster in 2009, the writer Gary 
Mitchell said, “the diversity … is unbelievable and 
extraordinary. You don’t have to go very far to get a 
fight in a Protestant community, you just have to 
make a statement and you’ve got ten different points 
of view within one hour or one street.”  

We are, like the protestant tradition itself, a 
patchwork of different ideals, opinions, and beliefs. 
We appreciate honesty and a forthright manner. 
Thran, so we are.  

We’ll look you in the eye and tell you exactly what 
we think of you.  

It’s remarkable, then, that we’ve always been defined 
by a singular narrative. Staunch. Conservative. The 
most loyal. It’s been constructed around us, but we’ve 
embraced it. We impose it on ourselves. The tradition 
we hail from embraces and values dissent. In the 
political sphere, within unionism, we chastise those 
who follow a different path. We must band together. 
Form that one, single party that will save us all.  
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socialists are nestled in beside the conservatives and 
the liberals. There are the unionists, the loyalists and 
the neither’s. They are gay, straight and non-binary. 
Here are the non-voters. The leave me alone and stop 
bothering me about politics, please.  

This is the diversity that has always been there but, 
for political convenience, has never been recognised. 
McKay captures the moment by portraying a changed 
community. Brexit, certainly, has played a role. It’s the 
absence of violence, the peace process, that has given 
people the space to define, for themselves, who they 
really are.   

It’s no surprise that the rise of the middle ground 
has been fuelled, in part, by scundered protestants. 
Unionists and loyalists fed up with right wing politics. 
Neithers seeking new pastures. After decades, centuries 
really, of being ignored and taken for granted, the 
Lundies are making their dissatisfaction known. And 
political unionists know it. This is what you get when 
you demand loyalty but give nothing in return.  

The ground is shifting in the protestant community. 
I’m not convinced that the shift is linked to a united 
Ireland. The ‘trajectory argument,’ that we are hurtling 
towards the end of partition, isn’t borne out by 
evidence. Most opinion polls still show significant 
support for the union. The middle ground, however, 
is growing.  

McKay speaks to people who would fall into the 
‘persuadable camp.’ They’re a complicated bunch and 
more nuanced than some people will admit. They are 
made up of conservatives, progressives and centrists. 
Some are in favour of a united Ireland; others are on 
the fence. There are pro-union neithers. Unionists are 
still unionists, even if they vote for the Alliance and 
Greens. The pro-unity camp still has a lot of work to 
do.  

I would describe the current moment as a holding 
pattern. Everybody is waiting to see where we land. 
Brexit has upended the status quo of the past twenty 
three years. Everyone is scrambling to hold on to 
something and figure out who they are in this new 
reality.  

“The only choice is Lundy or Loyal,” writes McKay. 
“There is no in between.” It’s my favourite line in the 
book. Lundy or Loyal is the twisted dichotomy that 
haunts us in the political sphere.  

If you are loyal, you will be nurtured and welcomed 

People looking in from outside think we’re a 
perplexing bunch. We are misunderstood and 
projected upon. When interviewed about politics in 
Northern Ireland foreign journalists will frown at you, 
squint into the distance and ask, ‘What are your lot 
up to now? Please explain.’  

How should an Ulster protestant be? The question 
preoccupies us and our commentators. We talk at each 
other. We are talked at, examined, and pulled apart. A 
lot of books on us have a ‘lost in the wild,’ feel to 
them. The author is always on safari, peering in at us 
from a safe distance. 

Susan McKay, in contrast, takes you by the hand 
and shows you around. This is her community. She 
knows the people she’s interviewing, and she 
understands them. She wants you to know them as 
well. 

McKay’s books are important. They aren’t treatises, 
but snapshots in time. In her first book, Northern 
Protestants, she interviewed people across Northern 
Ireland after the Good Friday Agreement. It was 
published in the shadow of the Quinn murders and 
Drumcree. It’s engaging, incisive and, at times, 
uncomfortable to read. While recognising the honesty 
in Susan’s first book, I didn’t see my family’s experience 
reflected there. It was a different time. Different 
conversations were taking place. 

In, Shifting Ground, I find my people. Here is the 
eclectic makeup of the protestant community. The 
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by your own. The gatekeepers will decide 
if you make the cut. You must be 
conservative and toe the line. Fall in line 
when needed. Don’t catch yourself on the 
same side as the other lot. Any 
transgression, any step away from those 
with clout, and the axe will fall.  

Lundy, too, has become a stick to beat 
us with. If you are a true Lundy, you will 
be embraced by a particular side. Get on 
your knees, please, they say, tell us of your conversion. 
Tell us why you’ve abandoned your own and be sure 
to throw them under the bus on your way down.  

As one friend said to me, ‘I am a socialist so I’m told 
that I can’t be a unionist. I’m a unionist so apparently 
I can’t be a socialist.’  

McKay’s book shows that we’re moving away from 
labels and the old guard. These days people care little 
for Lundy bollocking or approval from those with 
clout. It’s the in-between where most people lie.  

Lundy adorns the cover of Shifting Ground, but he 
isn’t the main character here. The book opens with 
McKay reflecting on Lyra McKee. Lyra who cared 
deeply about the reality of ‘peace’ for working class 
communities in Northern Ireland. In, Shifting Ground, 
McKay steps into the long shadow of the Troubles: 
Intergenerational trauma. Poverty. Mental health. 
Suicide. Universal Credit and poverty.  

Many interviews stand out. I often think about Paul 
Johnson, from Carrickfergus, who runs a charity 
called, ‘Box Clever.’ It aims to help young men in 
loyalist communities through boxing. In his interview 
with Susan, Paul talks about a home visit he carried 
out for one young person. He describes how the 
mother couldn’t function without medication. How 
his older brother was drug dealing for the UDA. 

The young man, says Johnson, ‘got no breakfast. He 
had no money for his bus fare. He didn’t have a 
uniform. He had one shirt, one pair of shoes, and one 
pair of trousers and when they got dirty, he was getting 
called names in school.’ Johnson’s charity got the 
mother help through Citizen’s Advice and the local 
foodbank. They bought the young person some new 
clothes. ‘This is a community,’ adds Johnson. ‘This is 
a family.’  

Shifting Ground is full of people like Paul; ordinary 
folk trying to make a difference in their own 

communities. Women’s voices, especially, 
shine through. Ashleigh Topley fights for 
abortion rights. The great Eileen Weir 
supports women in the Shankill. Toni 
Ogle is bravely speaking out against the 
paramilitaries in her own community 
who murdered her father. Lee Robb is 
working with others to promote hope 
and change in her local area.   

McKay’s greatest strength is her empathy. Her 
writing is full of compassion. Whether it’s the 
description of a sofa, a smell, or a sound, she draws 
you into people’s stories. You understand why they 
think the way they do and how they got there. Her 
work with Troubles victims is evident in her 
conversations with people who suffered during the 
conflict. These are the most poignant stories. A 
reminder of what came before. A reminder to never 
forget.  

Certain quarters have criticised this book. Some 
argue that her book isn’t representative, that certain 
voices have been missed or deliberately ignored. 
Others believe that McKay is playing to a certain 
gallery. Lundy or Loyal, again.  I get the impression 
that certain critics would complain no matter what 
Susan wrote.  

There are some voices missing from, Shifting 
Ground. I don’t agree with McKay’s argument that 
we’re moving towards a united Ireland. No doubt, 
some will read this book and fit it into their easy 
narrative. But they would have done that anyway.  

How can any book on Ulster Protestants be fully 
representative? I think back to Mitchell. Ten different 
opinions in one household and one street. Nobody 
could ever fully encapsulate us. You wouldn’t get out 
alive.  

Critics miss the point. McKay isn’t seeking to 
amplify mainstream unionism. They already have the 
power and the clout. Here, instead, are the voices that 
have been ignored and dismissed as fiction.  Here is 
the reality of peace and what it really means for people 
in their daily lives. There are lessons here for everyone, 
not just unionists.  

Shifting Ground, captures a moment and a time.  It 
will be a moment missed if people don’t pay attention.  

Susan McKay

g
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If the past is another country, it is a nation that has a 
prominent seat at the diplomatic table and hence 
exerts considerable influence. The past, and the 1960s 
especially, looms large over the present.  

This has prompted writers across a range of 
disciplines to engage with the presence of the past in 
our contemporary landscape. One such popular form 
in this regard is the memoir, which is often casually 
dismissed as too subjective to be of historical worth. 
However, to write off the form would be a mistake 
(especially in the hands of Gerald Dawe), in part 
because the subtlety of lived experience may often be 
more illuminating than critical analysis. So when it 
comes to exploring the management of the past and 
its organisation into a reasonably coherent narrative 
for the political purposes of the present, one has their 
pick of cultural critics. These might include Michel 
Foucault and his landmark analysis of the construction 
of public memory. Jacques Derrida and his 
‘hauntological’ response to the conservative critics, 
who, after the fall of the Soviet Union, proffered that 
that vision of society had, quite simply, vanished, and 
the forces of capitalism had prevailed. In his 
magisterial novel, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, 
even Milan Kundera counsels about the dangers of 
thinking the past can ever be entirely erased to suit 
‘preferred’ political agendas. Even the most 
tendentiously buried histories cannot but leave traces, 
where pace Derrida, they ‘haunt’ the present, and often 
to positive and progressive political ends.  

A City Imagined: Belfast Soulscapes is centred on this 
idea, and ideal, of the importance of memory, but 
especially poetic memory, and the past’s role in 
creating a sense of one’s place in the world. However, 
unlike the authors cited above, Gerald Dawe is less 
concerned with the organisation of memory to conceal 
versions of the past. Instead, he seeks to understand 
self, identity and belonging and how these are 
intimately entwined with the city of his formative 
years. In this sense, the Belfast of this fine memoir is 
both the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ city; at once, a material city 
of physical geography, institutions and social process, 
and a city of the imagination. To use Benedict 
Anderson’s famous phrase, Belfast is an ‘imagined 

Dawes like this   
Dr Noel McLaughlin 
 

Noel McLaughlin co wrote How Belfast Got The 
Blues; he is a musician historian and a senior lecturer 
in the Department of Arts at Northumbria 
University, Newcastle upon Tyne.   
 
Gerald Dawe  
A City Imagined  
Belfast Soulscapes 
Irish Academic Press €16.95, pp 108  
ISBN 978-1-78537-393-0 

Fortnight@50 No 483.qxp_Layout 1  01/10/2021  10:47  Page 44



45 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

community’, with two communities who, of course, 
imagine and experience it differently, but also one that 
is an elaborate organism and, for Dawe, a kind of 
semiotic playground – a palimpsest – of specific signs 
and idioms; an unfinished living novel waiting – even 
begging – to be read. 

More prosaically, it is a beautifully written book that 
completes his triptych (In Another World - Van 
Morrison and Belfast and Looking Through You: 
Northern Chronicles). In it, as with its earlier siblings, 
the author deploys the form of the poetic memoir to 
great effect to take the reader on a multi-faceted tour 
of Belfast’s physical and imagined cityscapes (or 
‘soulscapes’ to invoke the book’s subtitle). With an 
intellectual agility that is at times dazzling, Dawe takes 
us in a poet’s tardis back into his past. His formative 
years’ intimate and personal details are woven into a 
broader literary and poetic discourse; and 
from there, into an engagement with the 
‘harder’ world of the sociological and the 
political.  

It is an admirably interdisciplinary 
journey that deals with complex ideas and 
issues but with a beguiling lightness of 
touch. I gave up casually counting the 
discrete disciplines employed, which 
variously include social and psychic 
geography, sociological observation, 
political analysis, cultural studies and of 
course literary criticism and, as befits the memoir, 
personal reflection. To this end, it is elegantly and 
purposely genre-defying. One cannot help but marvel 
at the connections, the mellifluousness and precision 
of the writing, how the author draws out and gives 
texture to the city’s aesthetic achievements and their 
ongoing significance, and exploring and revisiting its 
socio-political failures. The latter of which are called 
out without ambiguity. ‘The failure to seriously 
integrate that Catholic minority ultimately led to the 
eruption of the “Troubles”‘ and of a city dissected by 
‘grotesquely named Peace Lines’.  

Popular music, especially the art of Van Morrison, 
features prominently throughout the three books. 
This in itself is of importance. For many years, the 
‘politics of the popular’ was not the subject of serious 

academic scrutiny, often too casually dismissed via an 
easily held elitism as transient froth in high cultural 
quarters. Any writer who engaged with taking the 
popular seriously more often than not was regarded as 
misguided at best and consigned to ‘pseudo-
intellectuals corner’ at worst – rendered ridiculous for 
daring to explore meanings in such apparently debased 
popular forms that could not possibly be there. That 
is patently not the case here. Van Morrison’s Belfast is 
as significant as Heaney’s mid-Ulster. At the time of 
writing, I, like many others, would love to know what 
Dawe makes of Morrison’s recent public utterances 
about COVID (and where it places Morrison’s 
‘lightning rod’ role in giving NI a positive, and poetic, 
sense of itself ). 

Whatever the answers to these difficult questions, 
Dawe, (whom I hope does not mind me referring to 

him as a Northern Ireland ‘national 
treasure’ in his own right), importantly 
resists the pull of what Joni Mitchell has 
termed, ‘a society of specialists’. Instead, he 
ventures forth with a healthy disrespect for 
this seemingly necessary specialisation. The 
lattice-type structure he deploys in all three 
books - of moving between the soft and 
hard city, the personal and political, the 
past and the present, and local and global, 
the discursive and the socio-political – gives 
this book an abiding intellectual richness. 

There might not be answers as such, but in resisting 
the reductive thrust of poorly posed questions, the 
author provides an archaeology of a city successfully, 
and sometimes unsuccessfully, (re)imagining itself to 
face an uncertain future. 

As an academic and popular music historian 
interested in the connections between music, politics 
and identity and co-author of the recently published 
How Belfast Got the Blues, one could be forgiven for 
assuming I might want to take the author to task for 
not further engaging with the details of the hard 
political realities of Belfast. This would, however, be a 
gross mistake. Sectarianism, albeit with a lowercase ‘s’, 
has permeated cultural commentary, whereby the 
culture of critical interpretation becomes one where 
the sociologist is compelled to condemn the poet, the 

Gerry Dawes
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books

ostensibly ‘about’. On one level, I read it as a form of 
critical autobiography, where the self is intimately 
entwined, and cannot be disentangled from the 
cultural forms surrounding them. One gets a sense of 
the artist as a young man trying on different masks, 
adopting different roles to find his place in this 
eloquently and succinctly described world. The power 
and influence of women are especially palpable in a 
very positive sense, as is the authority of writers. The 
exploration of Padraic Fiacc’s life and work I found 
particularly moving. Fiacc – not unlike Shane 
MacGowan – basically abdicated from the insidious 
disciplinary demands of the (post)modern world and 
its fetishisation of procedure – preferring instead to 
live at a distance from the hard quotidian to create a 
soft space for poetry.  

Even though I was reviewing the final book in the 
trilogy, I purchased the other two and dutifully read 
them in order. Then, I revisited all three. I felt a sense 
of mourning when I (re)read the final page. I wanted 
to remain in the world it conjures so evocatively. On 
second readings, Dawe had me reaching for some of 
the music, poetry and prose it references and discusses. 
It brought to mind the celebrated writings of Paul 
Gilroy, such as Small Acts, where, via an analysis of 
different facets of British popular culture, he comes to 
an understanding of himself concerning the 
contradictory landscape of being Black and British. In 
this way, as other reviews have perceptively pointed 
out, Dawe eloquently detonates stereotypes of 
Northern Protestantism. He offers a more 
contradictory and extended poetic and political 
landscape of that culture (or should I say cultures) 
than usually exists in the mediascape. 

Only a churlish pedant could find a reason to take 
issue with this book. While the focus is on the past, it 
is not a sepia-toned, cosy fireside memoir. Instead, its 
methodology will hopefully inspire future writers to 
explore later iterations of the city. A city beautifully – 
as well as critically and poetically – imagined. Even 
though I have read the trilogy and written the review, 
I will be returning to its pages. Like good music, I 
want to be in the places it takes me, and to another 
time, as I know there is more there to discover in the 
space in between. 

political analyst to eviscerate the literary scholar, the 
journalist to set themselves against the ‘other’ of the 
academic. On and on it goes and will, no doubt, 
continue to do so. Despite different approaches and 
differing emphasis, Gerald Dawe and I end up at the 
same place concerning politics and how the failure to 
embrace and build an inclusive and progressive future 
create the conditions for the ‘Troubles’. 

Hence, A City Imagined is beautifully anti-sectarian 
in this lowercase sense I have just described. Physical 
geography meets the interior landscape; musical 
expression entwines with political possibility. The 
‘structure of feeling’ of the time, to borrow Raymond 
Williams’s famous phrase, is evoked via small details: 
of stained glass windows in sober red brick Belfast 
houses on the Antrim Road, of robust 1950’s 
furniture, of radio sets in their solid wooden housings, 
and how these set a tone. I particularly enjoyed 
hearing of the young author’s visits to his exotic, 
especially for Belfast, and elegant Austrian female 
neighbour. To paraphrase Mr Dawe back at himself, 
it was exotic at the time to be ‘getting high’ on strong 
coffee and elaborate pastries in the presence of this 
elegant lady of Central Europe, against a culture 
accustomed to a certain conservative version of the 
culinary proper and which exhibited a rather limited 
embrace of the theatre of dress. 

In this vein, Dawe gives a sense of the timbre and 
rhythm of working and lower-middle-class living 
rooms and kitchens and their everyday objects. In his 
prose, these quotidian backdrops come to vivid life 
and acquire a subtle significance as the story unfolds, 
as do the mostly female protagonists who inhabit 
them. This emphasis on the power of spaces specific 
to the place and time echoes the alacrity of Joyce and 
Moore in evoking that which is particular to Dublin 
and Belfast in, say, Dubliners and The Lonely Passion 
of Judith Hearne. Joyce’s unforgettable and evocative 
air of ‘dusty cretonne’ in Eveline is matched by 
similarly memorable images in these pages.  

Moreover, there is nothing politically quietistic 
about this memoir. On the contrary it explicitly calls 
out the state’s failure to respect and to respond to the 
not unreasonable demands for basic civil rights. 
However, this is just one aspect of what the book is g
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‘A great one for the Lady Macbeths’  
Anne Tannahill 

Anne Tannahill was managing director of Blackstaff Press  
from 1980 to 2003. 
 
  
Look! It’s a Woman Writer! 
Irish Literary Feminisms, 1970–2020 

edited by Éilís Ní Dhuibhne  
Arlen House £25, pp349   
ISBN 978-1-8513-251-0 

Here’s a thing: ‘It cannot too often be pointed out 
that women are people.’ That’s Flann O’Brien, writing 
in the Irish Times as Myles Na Gopaleen in the early 
1940s, with who knows what level of mischief and 
irony. 

Here’s another: ‘… a woman (therefore sub-
category) writer.’ The poet Mary O’Donnell this time, 
in a tart comment in her contribution to this 
landmark new book. 

In Look! It’s a Woman Writer! Éilís Ní Dhuibhne 
presents essays by twenty-one Irish women writers (in 
itself a contentious term, as we shall see). All were born 
around the middle of the twentieth century and so 
have worked, in novelist Catherine Dunne’s words, 
‘under the cultural constraints of silencings that are so 
pervasive that we have almost ceased to notice them’. 
What were these silencings? They were not confined 
to writers, of course: women’s ‘low status permeated 
into all aspects of society’, as Mary Rose Callaghan 
points out in her essay. But the focus in this book is 
on women who also happened to be writers and their 
struggle to make their voices heard in a complacently 
male literary world.  

In her forthright introduction, Ní Dhuibhne sets 
out her stall. ‘Now, in 2021, the fiction scene in 
Ireland might seem to be dominated by women 
writers … [who] have achieved great success and 

international recognition. They emerged into a world 
where even the term “woman writer” can sound passé 
and irrelevant. But the scene in which these writers 
deservedly thrive was created by the previous 
generation, the female writers who emerged in the 
1970s, 1980s and 1990s, into an Irish literary salon 
which was dominated by men to an extent which 
seems almost unbelievable today. In order to 
document the difference between then and now, as far 
as Irish literary history is concerned, I decided to 
assemble the essays in this book.’ The result is an 
abundant, generous chorus, giving voice to the 
personal and the political experience of twenty-one 
individual, idiosyncratic writers who have come 
through a period of immense social and cultural 
upheaval on this island and lived to tell the tale (or the 
poem, or the play). 

Almost without exception, they remember the 
narrow horizons of girls born in mid-century Ireland, 
north and south. Whatever their class, there were two 
great imperatives: to marry respectably and to avoid 
pregnancy until then. Anything else in the way of 
ambitions was at best treated with gentle disdain, 
especially dreams of being a writer. Best to ‘be good, 
sweet maid, and let who will be clever’, as I remember 
my own grandfather telling me. 
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Of the writing societies at UCD, she remembers only 
male writers: ‘only a very confident and assertive girl 
… would have broken into the club’. And of the 
almost exclusively male Irish Writers’ Co-operative, 
founded in 1975, she says, ‘I am quite sure it was not 
deliberately designed to exclude women. It wouldn’t 
have had to. They excluded themselves.’   

With the spread of Second Wave feminism, the 
world was beginning to change for 
women, even Irishwomen. But 
conservative expectations of what they 
should be writing were slow to wither. In 
an explosive essay, the novelist and short-
story writer Evelyn Conlon recalls being 
balked by male resistance to the new 
directions her work was taking. ‘I wanted 
to write about how we – women, men, the 
entire country – were beginning to jump 
over the wall. But those stories didn’t fit 
on the national grid … The literary view 

of women was not keeping pace with the real lives I 
was watching. … Stereotyping reigned supreme.’ Later 
in the essay she blows apart the ‘modest, retiring, lady-
like’ ideal described by Ní Dhuibhne. Decrying fiction 
where the only people equal to white men were white 
men, she says that, for her, ‘equal’ has to mean ‘… 
equally capable of being obnoxious, human enough 
to be bad rather than a cliché. I’m a great one for the 
Lady Macbeths.’ 

Crucial to the journey from ‘then to now’ 
is the extraordinary growth of Irish 
publishing from the 1970s on. Feminist 
publishers emerged too. The determination 
and achievements of Catherine Rose of Arlen 
House, and Roísín Conroy and Mary Paul 
Keane of Attic Press cannot be overstated, 
nor can those of the Women’s Community 
Press. Their visionary lists provided an outlet 

for work already written and – even more important 
– a galvanising impetus for new writing. Many 
mainstream publishers, north and south, played their 
part, seeking out and promoting women’s poetry, 
playwrighting and fiction (and non-fiction, often 
overlooked) and presenting it alongside their other 
books. 
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According to journalist Martina Devlin’s foreword, 
the ‘silver bullet’ that changed everything in the 
Republic was free schooling. The Education Act of 
1967 meant that parents no longer had to pay 
secondary school fees for their children. ‘Everyone 
gained, of course, both individual and society – but it 
proved transformative for women … girls learned 
something with far-reaching consequences. The 
female mind was smart – every bit as 
keen as the males. Education was our 
Trojan horse and it sneaked us inside the 
citadel. Those with the writing gene were 
given a chance.’  

It didn’t happen overnight, of course. 
Many of the essayists remember the lack 
of female role models limiting their early 
development. They recall with wonder 
how much they took for granted 
secondary school and university literature 
curricula that were overwhelmingly based 
on the work of male writers. Mary Rose Callaghan 
again: ‘I don’t remember any women writers on my 
Leaving course, either Irish or otherwise. I believed 
women wrote for children or were in the past such as 
the Brontës who had been obliged to pretend they 
were men. To me writer almost equalled man.’ The 
poet Medbh McGuckian recalls that in her poetry 
course at Queen’s University in Belfast (taught by the 
young Seamus Heaney) the ‘only women mentioned 
were the Americans Emily Dickinson and 
Sylvia Plath, both highly eccentric’.  

For many, the result was self-doubt and 
even self-censorship. Ní Dhuibhne 
remembers a boyfriend telling her that a 
woman couldn’t be a good writer because 
women couldn’t ‘be frank enough’. She 
thought he was wrong but ‘with the gift of 
hindsight I realise that the young man had 
put his finger on something significant. Women in 
Ireland were expected to be modest, retiring, lady-like. 
A writer reveals too much, she reveals her heart and 
her soul, and, even worse, secrets to do with her body. 
It’s ok for a man to do that but how could a decent 
Irish girl possibly consider such a thing? … She’d be a 
scandalous woman, like Edna O’Brien or something.’  

Éilís Ní Dhuibhne
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The sheer volume of books of Irish interest pouring 
out of the new publishing houses became a critical 
mass that the cautious bookselling trade could no 
longer resist, and books by women about women were 
prominent among them. (Not all booksellers were 
alert to the new zeitgeist, however. In 1986, the Sinn 
Féin and Workers’ Party bookshops refused to stock 
Out for Ourselves, which exposed ignorance, 
censorship, church condemnation and criminalisation 
of gay men and women. They maintained that ‘our 
customers wouldn’t read it … there’s too much sex in 
it … these are private things and there is no need to 
write about them.’) 

This is a tremendous book, essential to an 
understanding of the writing and publishing scene in 
Ireland over the past fifty years. With so many 
contributors, some longueurs are perhaps inevitable. 
The occasional essay is too brief, or too like an 
extended cv that dodges engagement with the bigger 
issues. But as Evelyn Conlon says at the start of her 
piece, ‘I don’t like writing about writing’, and not 
every poet or novelist can also be a great essayist. But 
many of the contributors, Conlon not least among 
them, take the original brief and soar with it.  

Éilís Ní Dhuibhne has accomplished a splendid 
thing. Let hers be the last word: ‘… when asked if I 
resented being categorised as “a woman writer” I 
always answered, “No. I am a woman writer.” It was 
not the expected answer … Now I am proud to call 
myself a woman writer. I consider it a badge of 
honour.’ 

Roots 
 
Live in your roots. 
It has been said  
Many times before but 
To really know  
The soil 
At the base of you 
Is a different kind of true and 
Not just truth in abstract or one that depends on 
Curated refract of light plus play of word and  
Show of might. 
To live there 
Instead of visit  
There is 
To find all  
Your need is met despite  
The season up above, 
Storm wrecked or 
Spring riot. 
Each thing however long it takes must go: 
Glorious flight of new wing 
Or not – half-formed cocoon in rot –  
Whatever. 
The sting will pass 
As will celebration song. 
None of this is wrong unless 
You make your home on every branch 
Above, and dress your soul 
In each result, fleeting, believing 
This is the whole. 
You are more than the fruit 
Or no fruit. 
This is why I say  
Dwell at the root.

Poem 

Clare Dwyer Hogg
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