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Fairness for ‘Others’ 
 
Our last issue focused on the problems resulting from 
the way in which the Executive is structured and 
controlled by the self-appointed DUP and Sinn Féin First 
and Deputy First Ministers. As we approach the Assembly 
elections scheduled for May, the focus in this issue is on 
the related problems stemming from the inappropriate 
and arguably discriminatory treatment of those who vote 
for other parties and especially parties whose members 
are designated as ‘Other’.  

The current rules clearly favour parties that promote 
and thrive on sectarian divisions in the search to achieve 
the status of the largest ‘Unionist’ and ‘Nationalist’ 
parties and thus to maintain their dominance in the 
Assembly and Executive and also to threaten to withdraw 
and force another suspension of the whole set of 
institutions. And yet there have been some recent 
occasions on which a combination of parties in the 
Assembly and Executive have asserted the right of a 
majority of MLAs or Ministers to achieve a consensus on 
what is required on a more pragmatic basis. 

The difficulty is that some of the rules on cross-
communal voting appear to be set in stone, while others 
on the election of the First and Deputy First Ministers 
were regarded as open to major change in 2006 as a 
reasonable price to pay for re-establishing the 
institutions. One of the primary levers in this is likely to be 
a more flexible approach to the protection of ‘the two 
communities’ as it becomes clear that more voters are 
moving away from binary power-sharing to broader 
coalition building on many economic and social issues. 
One possibility might be to adjust the rules on cross-
community voting to  permit votes of ‘other’ designated 
parties to be counted for half each to ‘Unionist’ and 
‘Nationalist’ thus making it easier to meet the requirement 
for cross-communal approval. 

The British and Irish Governments as co-guarantors of 
the Agreement are in pole position on any further changes 
which may be needed to keep the show on the road.. 
There is currently a Bill at Westminster to make some 
minor changes promised in the joint British/Irish New 
Decade New Approach agreement. That is where it should 
be done.
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The 2022 Assembly election: A potential test 
for the institutions as well as the parties 
Jamie Pow 

 
Jamie Pow is a lecturer in the Politics Department at Queen’s University

As we enter the election campaign, the latest polls 
suggest that Sinn Féin is out in front (see Table 1). 
If its support holds and it emerges as the party with 
the most first preference votes, it won’t be the first 
nationalist party to do so. The SDLP narrowly led 
the popular vote in the first election to the Assembly 
in 1998, only for the Ulster Unionist Party to secure 
more seats. If Sinn Féin emerges as the party with 
the most votes and seats this time around, under the 
rules in place since the St Andrews Agreement, it 
would be entitled to nominate for the position of 
First Minister – which would be a first for a 
nationalist party. 

Such a development would, of course, be 
primarily symbolic than substantive. The position 
of First Minister is itself only one half of a joint 
office, functioning in tandem with that of deputy 
First Minister. As the former (unionist) MLA John 
McCallister once colourfully put it, one can’t order 
a fish supper without the other’s say so. In other 

words, the two roles are inherently equal and 
interdependent – as the resignation of Martin 
McGuinness illustrated five years ago by triggering 
the collapse of the entire government. 

Despite the fact that Sinn Féin and the DUP 
have managed to share power through these and 
other ministerial offices for the most part since 
2007, with varying degrees of enthusiasm and 
functionality, it remains to be seen whether the 
DUP – or another unionist party – would accept 
the nominal ‘deputy’ position. Refusal to do so 
would, of course, trigger a crisis, potentially 
mothballing the devolved institutions indefinitely. 

Concerns about such a scenario are not 
unfounded. Neither the DUP nor the UUP has 
explicitly confirmed in recent months that they 
would share power with a Sinn Féin First Minister. 
And even setting aside that particular issue, the 
leader of the DUP has already repeatedly threatened 
to trigger an early election over the Protocol. In 

The next election to the Northern Ireland Assembly, 
due on or before 5 May 2022, could be one of the most 
consequential to be held so far. There have only been 
six such contests in total since 1998, with the party 
system largely frozen at the devolved level for much 
of the period. If we are entering a new political 
climate at Stormont, the upcoming election won’t just 
be a test for the political parties competing; it could 
be a test for the institutions themselves.
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December 2021 Sir Jeffrey Donaldson warned that 
his party’s continued participation in the political 
institutions is not sustainable, in the absence of 
action to remove the Irish Sea Border.  

Still, despite the fragility of Northern Ireland’s 
devolved institutions, which is nothing 
new, there is good reason to expect that 
they will weather the turbulence before 
and after the election. The reason is that, 
quite simply, there is no clear alternative 
to them. The fundamental question for 
unionists is this: would the overall 
position of unionism be strengthened or 
weakened by walking away from 
Stormont? Bluntly, it is difficult to see 
how doing so would do anything other 
than weaken it, serving to alienate those 
whose support will be crucial in any 
future ‘border poll’. Incidentally, and 
paradoxically, it is firmly in the interests 
of nationalists to make Stormont work 
too, for precisely the same reason. 

In the meantime, it is plausible to interpret hard 
talk from the DUP as a pre-election tactic. The 
party approaches the election bruised and with 
considerable Brexit baggage, and so it will want to 
try and keep its previous voters on board by 
focusing on present concerns over the Protocol and 
stopping Sinn Féin from becoming the largest party 
– resurrecting a well-worn theme from previous 
Assembly election campaigns.  

These tactics are likely to help stem some of its 
support leaking to rival parties, but holding onto 
the 28 seats it won in 2017 will be a tall order. It is 
already down on its previous election performance, 
following the withdrawal of the whip from Jim 
Wells and the resignation of Alex Easton from the 
party. This means the DUP heads into the election 
with one seat fewer than the 27 won by Sinn Féin 
in 2017; the latter only needs to stand still to 
emerge on top. 

In such a scenario, of course, it is not only for 
strategic interests that unionists should continue to 
share power. Crucially, it is what any genuine 
commitment to democracy requires. The principle 

of ‘losers’ consent’ is a vital ingredient in any 
sustainable democratic system, as illustrated only 
too recently in the United States. Ian Paisley cited 
Sinn Féin’s democratic mandate as a key reason for 
sharing office with Martin McGuinness in 2007; 

the same core principle stands in 2022. 

The power, or not, of the ‘Others’ 

In any case, if we reflect on democratic 
mandates and power-sharing, there 
remains a tendency to understand the 
sharing of power as simply between 
unionists and nationalists. To do so would 
fail to reflect the contemporary political 
landscape in Northern Ireland. If, again, 
we imagine a scenario in which Sinn Féin 
becomes the largest party, it is not a given 
that the second-largest party will 
necessarily be a unionist party. Indeed, 
given the Alliance ‘surge’ in the 2019 local 
and European Parliament elections, it is 

not inconceivable that it could leapfrog its unionist 
competitors. Under this scenario, Alliance would 
not be in a position to nominate a deputy First 
Minister; that position would go to the largest party 
in the next-largest political designation (assuming 
that the ‘Others’ were not that designation). 

In the early days of power-sharing the focus was, 
understandably, on the sharing of power between 
the two traditional sides of the divide. In the first 
Assembly election Alliance received 5.6% of first 
preferences, and its percentage share of the vote has 
failed to enter double digits in any subsequent 
contest at the Assembly level. If, as expected, 
Alliance does reach that milestone for the first time 
this year, it will reinforce the fact that there are three 
political minorities in Northern Ireland: 
nationalists, unionists, and those who are neither 
nationalist nor unionist. A constructive and 
inclusive conversation is overdue as to how 
Northern Ireland’s institutions can best reflect the 
different context that exists today compared to 
1998. 

At this point, what may be less clear is just how 
much common ground exists between these groups 

… the DUP 
heads into the 
election with 

one seat fewer 
than the 27 won 
by Sinn Féin in 
2017: the latter  
only needs to 
stand still to 

emerge on top. 
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– at least among voters, if not necessarily among the 
main political parties. According to a survey 
conducted by the University of Liverpool in 
October 2021, health emerged as the most 
important issue facing people in Northern 
Ireland – the top priority among those 
who want Northern Ireland to remain in 
the UK, those who support a united 
Ireland, and those who are undecided. 
The Covid recovery was the second most 
popular response – both overall and, 
again, within those three groups. Other 
issues, including constitutional issues, are 

of course still important to many voters, but their 
immediate importance should not be overstated. 

In this upcoming election, there may well be a 
test for Northern Ireland’s political institutions. It 

is a test that can and should be overcome. 
The biggest test will almost certainly 
come afterwards: the extent to which 
Northern Ireland’s next government can 
adequately deliver on the issues that voters 
say are most important to them. For now, 
the political parties competing in this 
election owe it to the electorate to explain 
how they plan to address these issues. g

… a survey in 
October 2021 by 
the University 

of Liverpool, 
health emerged 

as the most 
important issue 
facing people in 

Northern 
Ireland 

Table 1:  
Where the parties stand ahead of the 2022 Assembly election campaign 

2017 Assembly Election Result Latest Polling (%) 
                      Seats Won       Vote Share (%)  U of Liverpool    LucidTalk  
                                                                                  (Oct 2021)          (Nov 2021) 

DUP                     28                       28                       21                18 

Sinn Féin              27                       28                       24                24 

SDLP                    12                       12                       11                12 

UUP                     10                       13                       13                14 

Alliance                 8                          9                        17                15 

Green                    2                          2                         4                   2 

TUV                      1                          3                         6                 11 

PBP                       1                          2                         –                   2

Notes: 2017 Assembly election vote share based on first preferences. The University of 
Liverpool survey of 1,002 participants was conducted online between 21 and 29 
October 2021; it has a margin of error of +/- 3.1 percentage points. The LucidTalk poll 
of 3,298 respondents was conducted online between 5 and 8 November 2021; it has a 
margin of error of +/- 2.3 percentage points. These are the only publicly available 
polling figures from the last three months.



Doug Beattie’s Unionism 
An interview with Malachi O’Doherty 
 
Malachi O’Doherty is a writer and commentator and former editor at Fortnight

Doug Beattie is an attractive party leader for the liberal 
tendency. For years he held back from taking the 
leadership post he seemed well cut out for, deferring to 
Steve Aiken and Robin Swann before him. While they took 
responsibility for running the party, Beattie was the main 
front person in the media, a regular on the morning Nolan 
show on Radio Ulster.

It was that show that finished Aiken, his immediate 
predecessor, after he got bogged down in an 
interview. Usually a politician in difficulty can 
waffle and prevaricate and ultimately the time 
allotted for the interview runs out and the next item 
on the running order takes over. Nolan plays it 
differently and when he has an interviewee in 
trouble he worries away at the poor sap like a 
hungry dog. The issue that Aiken floundered on is 

almost forgotten. It was 
the question of 

whether the party 
demanded the 
resignation of the 
Chief Constable 

over the management of the Bobby Storey funeral, 
following on Arlene Foster’s call for him to go. 
Already it sounds like a history lesson. 

Beattie had, in the previous years, honed his own 
media skills on the same programme but found 
himself in difficulty there too. He was asked if he 
would share power with Sinn Féin after the next 
assembly election, scheduled for May ‘22 and he 
refused to answer. This sounded like a failure to 
commit to the basics of the Good Friday 
Agreement. No, he insisted, no party leader would 
commit to any formation before an election. The 
time to decide was after. But that’s how it works in 
ordinary multi party systems like the Dail. 
Northern Ireland is different. The lead nationalist 
party and the lead unionist party have to share 
power or the whole thing collapses. Not committing 
to that sounds like a willingness to let the assembly 

fall. 
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So what’s he up to? He’s contemplating going into 
Opposition: ‘Has anyone gone to the Alliance party 
and asked them’, he says, ‘If you get enough votes 
to go into the Executive come the next election 
would you go into the Executive or would you go 
into Opposition? Ask them. They won’t answer you 
because they won’t lay their cards out now. Go to 
the SDLP and ask if they will go into the executive 
or into opposition. They won’t answer you. … 
We’ve all been out. … At the collapse in 2016 the 
Alliance were not in government. We were not in 
government.’ 

2022 – a different place 

But the situation is potentially very different from 
2016. The Ulster Unionist party was not 
indispensable in 2016. It was not the lead Unionist 
party and this time it just might be. To suggest that 
they might, in that circumstance, not 
stick with the power sharing formula 
opens them to the charge of sectarianism. 
That was the comeback from Sinn Féin: 
‘The days of nationalists need not apply 
are over. We’re not going to the back of 
the bus any more.’ Beattie says, ‘People 
do that with unionist parties. I say to 
people, you can look at me and measure 
a man and they can trust me and I will 
always do the right thing. But no political 
party now will say they are playing for second best.’ 

But he could have said that he was committed to 
working the institutions of the agreement. He says 
it now: ‘Well we are, but that does mean that we 
have to be in government. Bear in mind that under 
the New Decade New Agreement we will have an 
opposition. I may feel that in opposition is the best 
place to be. Opposition creates good government.’ 

But surely that is a position only the Unionist 
runner up would take and he’s not saying that he 
anticipates coming second to the DUP or the 
Alliance Party, which would make things even more 
complicated. If Alliance overtakes both Unionists 
parties, which it might, the whole template would 
surely become unworkable. They would refuse to 
designate as Unionist to take the First or Deputy 

First Minister’s post and they would have a 
legitimate complaint of the system discriminating 
against them if they could not have it without 
designating. 

Doug Beattie thinks we are on course for a full 
overhaul of the system anyway and predicts ‘a 
complete MOT’ by 2025. Until then there is the 
prospect of a minority Executive at Stormont with 
more parties in opposition than taking part: ‘It 
would be up to the main elected parties to form a 
coalition. We have always said that we should create 
the main headings of a programme for government 
before an Executive is formed.’ He says there might 
even be a power sharing opposition. The 
Programme for Government seems likely to be the 
‘big decider’ for him. 

The question now for the electorate is whether 
they see that as creative new thinking or 

unwarranted messing about. The people 
he is attracting to the party probably 
expect him to be a disrupter of the old 
sectarian simplicities without actually 
going so far as to deny them stable 
governance. Doug Beattie has appeal 
across a range of attitudes. He was never 
an Orangeman. He says he didn’t know 
he was a Protestant until he was ten years 
old. His religious sentiments were framed 
under fire in Afghanistan. ‘I have a belief. 

I was sleeping in a half dug grave in Garmsir in 
Afghanistan. A Muslim graveyard. And it was 
brutal. Some of the things that I was seeing and 
doing I never expected to see or do in my lifetime, 
and I was coming to my forties and I reached out 
to God within that trench, lying there alone and 
saying ‘Please help me stay alive. Please help me 
keep my soldiers alive. Please help us get out of 
here.’ And I felt a real sense of something coming 
in and that spiritual feeling. And I hold that very 
dear and very close to me and very private to me. I 
don’t need to express that in a church.’ 

This is experience that might endear him to some 
of the evangelicals in Unionism, at least those who 
can stomach his liberal thinking on homosexuality. 
He has deep respect for the army and that is one of 

I may feel that 
in opposition is 
the best place to 
be. Opposition 
creates good 
government.
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the traditional qualifications of a unionist: ‘I joined 
the military at 16 and my whole life has been pretty 
much within the military which extends from 
guarding Rudolf Hess in Spandau prison to 
guarding the cruise missiles in Greenham Common. 
I was at the invasion of Iraq and was standing beside 
Colonel Tim Collins when he gave the eve of battle 
speech. I was sent to Afghanistan in 2006 and 2008 
and then finally in 2010 –11. Three tours.’ 

And he has killed and can perhaps look other 
killers in Stormont straight in the eye, knowing 
what that does to oneself. He gutted a man with a 
bayonet. ‘I am not proud of it but he was trying to 
kill me and that is what I had to do. So that whole 
brutality of conflict affects you and it is hard to 
explain what it is like because when you are in 
Afghanistan in the middle of that 
environment, doing what you are doing, 
it is impossible to think of yourself 
walking through Tesco and when you are 
walking through Tesco’s it is really 
impossible to think of yourself in 
Afghanistan doing that very thing. So 
you have to try and understand that 
feeling but you lose it when you leave the 
environment. It was pretty brutal.’ In 
Helmand he lost friends. Some were 
killed while following his orders. 

The future of the Union 

He sees Unionism as having to win support from 
people who may call themselves nationalist but can 
be content within the Union. He has returned to 
war zones and met young people who are appalled 
by their recent history and want to be secure against 
recurrence: ‘I served in Bosnia. Bosnia was a 
particularly horrific conflict. I was there when the 
Dayton agreement was signed in 1995 but I was 
back in Sarajevo in 2004 and I was speaking to kids 
in 2004. And I was saying, the effects of that 
conflict on you must have been pretty horrific and 
they literally went, we don’t want to know. We want 
to know what the future holds. And when I look at 

this demographic in Northern Ireland, many of 
those kids are exactly the same. They don’t want to 
look back to us and to our generation. They think, 
well you failed.’ 

While he wants the Union to endure and has 
faith that it will, he accepts that if there is a united 
Ireland he will stay and participate as a democrat. 
‘But standing with somebody from Dublin or 
Galway, as I have done, in the deserts of Afghanistan 
I felt as Irish as they did. Actually as a people, when 
taken away from that geographical space we actually 
have an awful lot in common. … This is home. 
Everything changes. Society moves on. I will get 
old. I will die. My kids will get old. They will die. I 
want to remain part of the United Kingdom. I 
believe I will be part of the United Kingdom for the 

whole of my life. I believe that my kids 
will be in the United Kingdom for the 
whole of their lives.  But if we were ever 
to have a united Ireland, be that a united 
Ireland as part of the UK or a united 
Ireland completely separate within the 
EU, it is still my home, the people are still 
my people, either side of the border.’ 

He knows that the balance of the 
decision in a border poll will be with the 
middle ground and that is the political 

space he is trying to claim, competing inevitably for 
it with the Alliance party. Paradoxically he sees some 
possible good coming from the rise of Sinn Féin in 
the Republic. He says: ‘There is a fundamental 
change coming about. Sinn Féin is going to be the 
government in the Irish republic. That’s going to 
end the united Ireland debate for a five year period 
because even some of the strongest nationalists who 
want a united Ireland will not ever support Sinn 
Féin. Sinn Féin in government in the Irish Republic 
is one of our strongest assets. If things are going the 
way they are going and Sinn Féin end up in 
government in the Irish republic I am telling you 
now in Northern Ireland it will have ended the 
debate on a united Ireland.’ 

Sinn Féin in 
government in 

the Irish 
Republic is one 

of our strongest 
assets …
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Naomi Long’s Alliance 
 
Naomi Long 
 

Naomi Long is a politician whio has served as Minister of Justice in the Northern Ireland 
Executive since January 2020 and as leader of the Alliance Party since 2016.

When I took up my post as Justice Minister in 
January 2020, I did so knowing it would be a 
challenging role at a challenging time, after 
three years without a functioning Executive and 
in the mouth of the UK’s formal departure from 
the EU.

Whilst we could have predicted many of the 
challenges we would face over the last 12 months – 
from the fractious and frequently dysfunctional 
nature of newly restored devolved institutions to the 
inevitable if often misdirected disappointment and 
anger when Boris Johnson’s “oven-ready Brexit” 
proved to be the turkey many of us predicted – none 
of us could have conceived of the enormity of the 
challenge which COVID would pose, impacting on 
every aspect of life and exposing the fragilities of 
governing in a five-party coalition.  

Throughout the pandemic and without 
underestimating the seriousness of the challenge it 
has posed to all of us, we have too often been 
hampered in our collective response by a lack of 
cohesion and coherence from the Executive. At a 
time of uncertainty and anxiety, it is understandable 
people will look to the Executive for leadership and 
clarity. Sadly, they have been frequently let down by 
mixed messaging, division and delay. It is hard to 
believe, given the enormity of the crisis, 
sectarianism managed to infect the political 

response and yet given the nature of our politics, at 
another level it is depressingly predictable.   

As Justice Minister, COVID brought its own 
challenges: protecting our prison population, 
ensuring our courts and criminal justice system 
continued to provide access to justice, and most 
poignantly from my own perspective, preparing for 
the worst case scenario of mass fatalities by creating 
a temporary resting place facility. However, while 
COVID has been a huge strain on our resources, it 
has not deflected me from devoting time and energy 
to delivering on Alliance priorities in Justice. I am 
determined to speed up justice, deliver for victims 
of crime – including victims of sexual assault, 
domestic abuse, stalking and human trafficking – 
and to protect and promote access to justice for 
everyone. 

In fact, by the end of this mandate of just over 
two years, I will have brought five pieces of 
legislation through the Assembly. I’m not aware that 
any Minister – even from Alliance – has ever taken 
as much legislation through in the usual five-year 
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mandate. If that isn’t a demonstration of the cost of 
three years of political stalemate, I don’t know what 
is. As we approach the end of this mandate, I am 
acutely aware of all of the other things which could 
have been achieved had we had not been suspended 
for the majority of it. 

Unfortunately, some parties continue to make 
threats to walk away again from the institutions at 
a time when we have the worst patient waiting lists 
on these islands, thousands living in poverty and 
having to choose whether to heat or eat, and many 
of our public services remain not fit for purpose and 
are in need of serious reform. It is unthinkable to 
me anyone would contemplate collapsing the very 
institutions which can deliver progress in 
that context and I do not believe the 
public would forgive such a squandering 
of opportunity. 

While the threat of collapse is receding 
a little in recent weeks, the risk is re-
establishing the institutions after the 
election may be incredibly challenging, 
as parties see opportunities to extract 
concessions from governments and each 
other in return for forming a 
government. What we need post-
election is a smooth and swift transition 
to a stable Executive which can deliver 
for everyone. What we have is the 
messiness of mandatory coalition, 
community designations and mutual 
vetoes, based on a system which barely 
reflects the Northern Ireland of 1998, 
never mind the Northern Ireland of 
today. 

What about the ‘Others’? 

As Alliance leader, I am encouraged by the ‘Alliance 
Surge’ and I believe it is absolutely within reach for 
us to convert the huge improvements in our polling 
into a significantly increased MLA team in next 
year’s election. In doing so, we can also challenge 
the narrative that our people must forever be seen 
as just two communities, forever in opposition to 
each other, forever divided.  

The rise in support for Alliance – and indeed 
other parties who do not designate as either 
Unionist or Nationalist – poses significant questions 
for the sustainability of our political institutions. We 
currently have the so-called ‘others’ making up 12 
per cent of MLAs. What happens when that rises to 
a quarter, a third, or even a half? What if Alliance is 
one of the two largest parties in the Assembly? 

Whilst Alliance recognised in 1998 the rigid 
consociationalism adopted was a genuine attempt 
to manage division, we also highlighted the danger 
that it could perpetuate division rather than 
incentivise cooperation, and manage division rather 
than promote reconciliation and cooperation. 

Despite being a proudly cross-community 
party, our votes do not count in a so-called 
‘cross-community’ vote in the Executive. 
The petition of concern has likewise been 
abused to ensure that Alliance votes are 
worth less than those of ‘Unionist’ or 
‘Nationalist’ Assembly colleagues. 

This issue may seem technical for some. 
But it is completely unacceptable and 
discriminates not only against non-aligned 
MLAs but also to the people who vote for 
them. Parallel consent in this voting 
system, is used automatically for the 
election of the Speaker, changes to 
Standing Orders, approval of the Budget, 
approval of legislation in addition to any 
vote subject to a petition of concern. 
Earlier this year, an amendment to a bill I 
brought before the Assembly, the Domestic 
Abuse and Civil Proceedings Bill, was put 
to a division and it seems particularly 
perverse that my own vote on my own 

legislation counted for less than those of ‘unionists’ 
and ‘nationalists’. 

Whilst the conduct of Executive business is 
confidential, my frustration about cross-community 
voting within it was widely reported in the media 
when the DUP vetoed the extension of COVID 
restrictions in November 2020. They did this using 
the cross-community voting mechanism, which 
effectively provides a veto by requiring the majority 
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of both unionists and nationalists to pass. When a 
mechanism designed to protect minorities within 
government is abused by the largest unionist party 
to block public health measures proposed by 
another unionist minister, it confirms what we in 
Alliance already knew: we need system reform. 

Need for system reform 

During the negotiations leading to the New Decade, 
New Approach agreement, we raised these very 
issues. We were told then – as we had been in the 
past – this wasn’t ‘the right time’ and the can was 
kicked down the road. But if not now, when? If we 
don’t take the time to future-proof our political 
institutions, we risk continuing the cycle of crises 
that has impeded progress and our ability to deliver 
for people in Northern Ireland. Using a two-thirds 
weighted majority voting system would prevent any 
one party from dominating others, whilst enabling 
all elected MLAs to have their vote treated equally. 

This isn’t an arcane procedural matter, it’s an issue 
of fairness. Why, in 2021, are we still faced with 
mechanisms that discriminate against 25 per cent 
of voters? The necessary changes can also stabilise 

the institutions and avoid recurring cycles of 
stalemate and stand-off. If we are serious about 
widening participation in politics and embracing 
diversity, we must stop treating those who do not 
primarily identify as unionists or nationalists as 
second-class citizens without equal voice or equal 
vote. 

The current arrangements were always unfair. But 
criticisms from Alliance and others have been 
continually dismissed. Now as society changes and 
with the recent rapid growth of non-aligned parties, 
we may soon face a crisis of legitimacy at the heart 
of our institutions. The UK Government has a 
history of reacting only to crisis, rather than acting 
when challenges appear on the political horizon. 
They now have the opportunity to be proactive, to 
future-proof our institutions, and to give Northern 
Ireland the best possible chance of a stable, 
functioning government that delivers for everyone 
after next May. 

I sincerely hope they take that opportunity ahead 
of next year’s elections – the very future of the 
institutions could well depend upon it. g

g

A Fortnight analysis 
The changed rules for  
cross-communal voting: 

In the original 1998 Good Friday Agreement there 
were two options: 

Para 5(d) ‘Arrangements to ensure key decisions are 
taken on a cross-communal basis: 

either parallel consent, i.e. a majority of members of the 
unionist and nationalist designations present and voting 
or a weighted majority (60%) of members present and 
voting, including at least 40% of each of the nationalist 
and unionist designations present and voting. 

This was incorporated in section 4(5) of the Northern 
Ireland Act 1998 and carried forward under the 
Northern Ireland (St Andrew’s Agreement) Act 2006, 
along with a new provision to prevent MLAs changing 
their designation without changing their party 
membership. 

More significant changes were made in 2006 to the 
provisions for the appointment of First and Deputy 

First Ministers. Section 16 of the 1998 Act  provided 
that ‘two candidates standing jointly shall not be 
elected without the support of a majority of the 
members voting in the election, a majority of the 
designated Nationalists voting and a majority of the 
designated Unionists voting’. In the revised version 
following the St Andrew’s Agreement of 2006 this was 
changed to require nominations to the First Minister 
‘by the largest political party of the largest political 
designation’ and to the Deputy First Minister by ‘the 
largest political party of the second largest political 
designation’. This ruled out any other joint nomination 
by a majority of MLAs with a majority of both 
designated Nationalist and designated Unionists. 

There is no provision in respect of voting by those 
designated as ‘Other’ who are effectively excluded from 
consideration in respect of cross-communal support 
regardless of their numbers in the Assembly. 
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Dublin Notebook: Omicron, the Protocol  
and the Shinners 
 
Andy Pollak 
 

Andy Pollak is a former Fortnight editor and Irish Times journalist in Belfast and Dublin

Christmas 2021 in Dublin, as in every capital in Europe, 
saw the overwhelming public and policy concern a 
phenomenon that was unheard of two months earlier: 
Omicron. With daily Covid cases in the Republic rising 
to a record 13,765 on Christmas Day, the coalition 
government was scrabbling to reassure the public that 
the limited steps taken so far – largely requiring pubs, 
restaurants and evening events to close at 8 pm – 
would be enough to contain the new surge.

Many public health experts and immunologists are 
sceptical. They point to the systematic weakness of 
the Irish health service – including the small 
number of ICU beds – in the face of modelling that 
predicts an average of 8–10,000 new cases per day 
under an optimistic scenario and more than 20,000 
under a pessimistic outlook. The worry, which has 
been there since the start of the pandemic, is that 
the hospital system could be overwhelmed. On the 
other hand, many set great store by the success of 
the vaccination and booster programmes – with well 
over 90% of its citizens over 16 vaccinated, Ireland 
is the sixth most vaccinated country in Europe (the 
UK is fifth). 

The political atmosphere around the pandemic 
has also changed. In the first 18 months, opposition 

parties, including Sinn Féin, criticised certain 
aspects of the government’s tackling of Covid, 
notably the high number of deaths in nursing 
homes in the early months. However they did not 
generally propose any radically different approach 
to the government’s initial policy of locking down 
society; later emphasis on continuing public health 
measures such as social distancing, hand-washing 
and mask-wearing; and, this year, mass vaccination.  

However since the summer, and the two recent 
surges – of Delta in the autumn and Omicron in 
December – that political consensus has broken 
down. Now the debates in the Dail have taken on 
their traditionally fractious tone, with the impressive 
Sinn Féin leader Mary Lou McDonald leading the 
charge (although not everyone likes her hectoring 



situation. The young health minister, Fianna Fail’s 
Stephen Donnelly, is every inch the technocratic, 
centrist politician, but public confidence in him is 
now noticeably less than in his Fine Gael 
predecessor and fellow Wicklow man, Simon 
Harris. For ‘middle Ireland’ the tipping point will 
probably be the government’s ability to keep the 
schools open when they return in January. 

The Northern Ireland Protocol 

The Northern Ireland Protocol, the toxic legacy 
item of Brexit, which had been the government’s 
main Northern Ireland and European policy 

concern, has slipped down the agenda in 
recent weeks – much to Dublin’s relief. 
The British government’s stepping back 
from the brink with its threat to invoke 
Article 16 over the role of the European 
Court of Justice (among other things), and 
the resignation of the main architect of 
that ultra hard line, Lord Frost, has 
temporarily taken the sting out of the 
issue. Dublin awaits the entry of Foreign 
Secretary Liz Truss, a former ‘remainer’ 
who has taken over Frost’s brief, with 
bated breath.  

The Irish government and public are 
utterly perplexed at the strategy – or lack 

of strategy – of London on this issue. Government 
sources believe the constant state of friction the 
Protocol has engendered is part of some tactic – 
strategy would be too strong a word – that Boris 
Johnson is using to keep the issue of British 
sovereignty uppermost in British people’s minds, 
perhaps in order to distract from his many other 
domestic problems. In London they dispute this, 
saying simply that the bad 
effects of the Protocol’s 
implementation on Northern 
Ireland are intolerable.  

The view in Dublin is that 
the opposition to the 
Protocol from ordinary 
people in the North – as 
opposed to the DUP and the 

12 

FORTNIGHT @ 51

POLITICS

self-righteousness, especially given her 
party’s murderous past associations). 

The government was noticeably 
more cautious than other 
European governments in 
opening up society in the 
autumn, conscious that they had 
got it wrong in Christmas 2020 
with Taoiseach Micheál Martin’s 
promised ‘meaningful’ festive 
season being brought to a 

shuddering halt by a surprise second surge. However 
he did give another hostage to fortune in October 
by pledging “we do not want to go back” 
as the government relaxed restrictions on 
the so-called hospitality industry (pubs, 
restaurants and night-clubs) – a promise 
he was forced to break two months later 
with the arrival of Omicron. 

The government, like all governments, 
is struggling with a ‘no win’ situation 
given the fast-moving and unpredictable 
nature of this latest variant, and the 
public largely recognises this. But there 
was an air of confusion in government in 
recent weeks that is new. On several 
occasions it was apparent that 
government ministers were not on the 
same page as the outspoken and highly regarded 
chief medical officer, Dr Tony Holohan, and the 
National Public Health Emergency Team (NPHET) 
that he heads. 

So it is a mixed picture. Irish public 
administration tends to react well when it needs to 
mobilise resources in an emergency, and the Health 
Service Executive has largely succeeded in doing this 
over the past 22 months. What it is not good at is 
any kind of systematic planning in order to 
anticipate those emergencies, and this has been 
shown up in areas like the uncoordinated test and 
trace infrastructure and early chaos in the nursing 
homes. 

The danger is that if these shortcomings lead to 
hospitals being overwhelmed, people will lose faith 
in the government’s competence to deal with the 

The Irish 
government 

and the public 
are utterly 

perplexed at the 
strategy – or 

lack of strategy 
– of London on 

this issue (of 
the Protocol).

Mary Lou McDonald leader of 
Sinn Féin

Liz Truss now chief negotiator 
for exiting the European Union 
Brexit
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loyalist paramilitaries – is relatively thin, and they 
hope that Johnson (as well as Jeffrey Donaldson) 
will be looking for ways to climb down from the 
isolated place that Frost had left the British and 
claim some kind of moral victory based on 
a compromise on practical issues with the 
European Commission’s man, Maroš 
Šefčovič.  However they are not putting 
any big money on this. Johnson’s reckless 
and mendacious approach to everything 
makes him a deeply unreliable 
interlocutor: EU leaders regularly contact 
each other to ask wonderingly “How mad 
was your latest Boris Johnson phone call?” 

The third issue that is starting to focus 
the minds of politicians and commentators 
alike is the seemingly unstoppable rise of 
Sinn Féin. An Irish Times opinion poll on 
10th December showed Sinn Féin (on 
35% public support) now an extraordinary 
15% ahead of Fine Gael and Fianna Fail 
(on 20% each). With the government 
struggling to deal with the onset of Omicron, Sinn 
Féin just have to sit back and watch the deepening 
public unease translate into votes for them at the 
next election. As things stand, people will be voting 
for that party’s ‘left populist’ policies (the phrase of 
one of its brightest stars, housing spokesman Eoin 
Ó Broin) on building more houses and improving 
health services, with barely a thought for its 
overriding core strategy of pressing the British 
government hard and soon for a Border Poll in 
order to begin an early countdown to unity. Sinn 
Féin’s populist appeal will be helped by what the 
Irish Times political editor Pat Leahy calls “the first 
rule of Irish politics – that nobody should be out of 
pocket or inconvenienced by anything.” 

That election is not due until 2025, and, as Leahy 
points out, it is rare for Irish governments 
(including coalitions) not to serve their full term. 
Public confidence in the government’s handling of 
the pandemic, at 57%, is still just about holding 
(although down from 74% in October, with a 

slightly different question). However, if onerous 
new restrictions have to be imposed on a weary 
populace to deal with a serious outbreak of 
Omicron, this support could quickly evaporate. 

The political mood in the Republic is 
much more febrile now, with 
commentators forecasting that in future 
the electorate will split – for the first time 
in a century – along clear left-right lines, 
with Sinn Féin leading the left and Fine 
Gael heading the right. The party that is 
likely to get squeezed here is Fianna Fail.  

That party is divided between those 
who support Micheál Martin’s soft 
nationalist line – emphasising North-
South cooperation and reconciliation 
within the North, rather than driving on 
to early political unity – and those who 
want a return to traditional 
republicanism. It is likely that when 
Martin hands over the office of Taoiseach 
next December to Fine Gael’s Leo 

Varadkar, he will face a leadership challenge 
(probably from Dublin TD and barrister Jim 
O’Callaghan) which will turn into a proxy debate 
about whether Fianna Fail should go into coalition 
after the next election with Sinn Féin (almost 
certainly as the minority partner). 

Sinn Féin strategists are already thinking hard 
about the shape of the next election and the post-
election government. Even if they are returned as 
the largest party – as the dogs in the street are now 
predicting – they won’t be able to form a 
government without coalition partners. They will 
face the dilemma of lining up with a weakened and 
divided Fianna Fail, or with a range of small left-
wing parties and independents, at least some of 
whom (notably the Labour Party) will be reluctant 
to sign up to Sinn Fein’s relentless drive towards 
political unity by the narrowest of margins. The 
Republic is set for a time of interesting (in the 
Chinese sense) and unstable politics.

Even if (Sinn 
Féin) are 

returned as the 
largest party – 
as the dogs in 
the street are 

now predicting 
– they won’t be 
able to form a 
government 

without 
coalition 
partners
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The flags commission 
What next? 
Dominic Bryan, Thomas Hennessey 
 
Dominic Bryan is former Co-Chair of the Flags Identity, Culture and Tradition Commission, 
Professor of Anthropology, Queen’s University Belfast 

Thomas Hennessey is former member of the Flags Identity, Culture and Tradition Commission, 
Professor of Modern British and Irish History, Canterbury Christ Church University 

Before looking at what was achieved, we need to 
examine the context. Although called a 
‘commission’ we had no powers and would probably 
have been better described as a working group with 
representatives from across the political spectrum. 
In terms of the peace process, it was a rather novel, 
even experimental, attempt to solve a range of 
seemingly intractable issues of the types of symbolic 
or cultural conflict common in societies with ethno-
national politics.  

Set out in the Stormont House Agreement 
(2014) FICT comprised of seven representatives 
from five political parties and eight independent 
members, who all applied for their posts. Whilst 
there was a voting mechanism suggested, we all 
agreed that we would try and reach 
recommendations by consensus. We rationalised 
that if we voted on everything, we would 
unhelpfully be repeating the processes of the NI 

Assembly. This set a high bar and it is important to 
understand that the recommendations in the report 
are agreed on by 15 people.  

We were sometimes termed an independent 
commission. This is also not a good description.  
We were administered by civil servants at the 
Executive Office (TEO). Indeed, not explained in 
the much vaunted £800,000 cost, is that a sizeable 
section of that figure are the salaries of existing civil 
servants already paid through the public purse.  

It was envisaged that we would take 18 months 
to report but given that we were supposed to 
undertake public consultation it was soon obvious 
that this was unrealistic. Six months after we were 
set up the NI Executive collapsed making our 
chances of reaching agreements even more difficult. 
We worked through 2017 (our 18 months) and 
then effectively suspended work until, in January 
2019 when New Deal New Approach saw the 

The Commission on Flags Identity Culture and Tradition 
(FICT), established in June 2016, published on 1st 
December 2021, took a long time, cost money, and did not 
solve the ‘flags problem’. And yet, the five main political 
parties all took part and there was an agreed report with 
45 recommendations including the requirement for The 
Executive Office to develop an action plan. We hope that 
people will take a closer look at what has been achieved 
and where it can lead.
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return of a First and Deputy First Minister. We then 
had 6 months of intensive negotiations to send a 
report to the Executive in July 2019. 

The remit of FICT was to ‘“focus on flags and 
emblems and, as required, broader issues of identity, 
culture and tradition, and seek to identify maximum 
consensus on their application. In its work, it will be 
guided by the principles of the existing Agreements 
including parity of esteem.” After public consultation 
the ‘broader issues of identity, culture and tradition’ 
expanded to areas which made our task yet more 
complex. 

That said we reached 44 agreed 
recommendations and in the areas we could not get 
full agreement on we have developed possible 
options for moving forward and identified some of 
the disagreements. Human rights and shared access 
to public space are at the core of the report. 

The main political parties recognise that all 
sections of our community have cultural rights that 
are enshrined in national and international law. And 
that these British, Irish, and other identifications, 

of culture and heritage, should command equal 
respect in our society.  

We agreed on the centrality of the shared public 
space to a cohesive society, the important vitality of 
the arts within that public space, the underpinning 
of freedom of assembly and freedom of speech but 
with the need to balance rights, promote peace, and 
treat each other with respect. And it is so important 
that we recognise and enable groups that have been 
historically underrepresented in our society. 

Whilst many of these ideas have been current in 
the peace process it is worth repeating that the 
FICT report represents a reassertion by the five 
largest political parties. They agreed to progress on 
key areas of cultural identity and its expression, 
including agreement on providing resources for the 
promotion of human rights training for vulnerable 
groups in ways that might empower all, within a 
culture of lawfulness.  

We agreed a narrative of the historical context of 
Northern Ireland and an understanding of why 
cultural identity can be so conflictual. The report 
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emphasises the importance of equity, equality, and 
diversity in society and, crucially, the report outlines 
the commitments needed from leaders across 
society. 

The Commission agreed that the flying of flags 
to mark significant cultural or historic events is a 
legitimate form of cultural expression. We noted 
that under present legislation people do not have 
authority to put flags on lampposts and we 
suggested some options for changes in the 
legislation to enable this. We have outlined the 
options available, and we have provided a code of 
conduct.  

Importantly we were in full agreement on 
enabling bonfires to take place as a form of cultural 
expression and we have recommended practical 
steps including changes in legislation. 

The Commission were agreed that paramilitary 
flags and murals should be removed, and we were 
agreed on the need to support communities to 
reimage negative murals. The Commission 
recommended that the Executive undertakes a 
review of existing legislation and, if necessary, 
introduces new legislation to empower public sector 
bodies to take action to remove negative murals, on 
public and private buildings, or prevent them being 
painted where they contravene a set of guidelines. 

We had the most intense and difficult discussion 
on memorials and commemorations.  We ask that 
the NI Executive acknowledges that everyone has a 
right to remember their dead and that this should 
be done in a way that is respectful, sensitive, 
dignified and seeks to avoid causing pain or hurt to 
others. Where we could not find agreement, we 
have suggested some options on the way forward. 

In addition, the Commission has made 
recommendations on the importance of teaching 
children about our diverse cultural identities within 
our education system and the need to further 
strengthen the teaching of our history to our 
children. 

The Commission highlighted the important role 
of the media in the coverage of cultural identity and 
the importance of making outputs as diverse as 
possible through increased resources. As an 

important part of this we agreed on the equal 
respect for the promotion, support and resourcing 
of both Irish and Ulster Scots/British language, 
culture and heritage within all aspects of civic and 
social life. 

And we recognised the vitality of sport in our 
society, it’s significant role in building a strong and 
cohesive society and we made recommendations on 
what more can be done. 

There were areas which we could not gain 
consensus on but in all these areas we have 
explained where differences remain, and we have 
laid out the options that should be discussed. These 
include mechanisms to lawfully facilitate the 
putting up of flags for cultural or commemorative 
events, a range of options for the official flying of 
flags, which might or might not include the 
introduction of a new civic flag and a range of 
possible options to facilitate the transformation of 
the practice of memorialization. 

Crucially, we note that under the new legislation 
for two language commissioners, suggested in New 
Deal New Approach, there will be an Office for 
Cultural Identity and Expression. As such, there is 
a clear way ahead for many of our 
recommendations.  

We live in a divided society that is still emerging 
from conflict. Expressions of our national and 
ethnic identity can be clear markers of one’s 
allegiance, whether to the United Kingdom, 
Ireland, or Northern Ireland. Many of our fellow 
citizens live with the legacy of 30 years of violence 
that has scarred them either physically and 
psychologically or both.  

This Commission may not have achieved all of 
its tasks, but we hope that our recommendations are 
a step in the right direction. We suggest that such 
widespread agreement from the major political 
parties on such a range of issues should not be 
dismissed lightly. Building a peaceful and cohesive 
society does not take place with one event or one 
agreement, or indeed one Commission, but with an 
ongoing process and we hope that the report from 
the Commission on Flags, Identity, Culture and 
Tradition is a significant part of that process. g
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Northern Ireland and Cop 26 
Stephen Jones   
 
Stephen Jones is Acting Resilience Coordinator for Climate Northern Ireland

In November this year the annual UN climate conference, 
COP26 (or the 26th Conference of the Parties), took place in 
Glasgow. The stakes were high. They always are with 
climate negotiations. The UN Secretary-General labelled 
the climate situation, ‘code-red for humanity’. Prince 
Charles described this meeting as the ‘last chance saloon’ 
to save the planet.

This was the fifth COP since the historic Paris 
Agreement in 2015 in which countries agreed to 
take measures to keep global warming below 2°C, 
and preferably to below 1.5°C. The Paris Agreement 
set out COP26 as the point when countries would 
take stock of their progress and strengthen their 
ambitions, so expectations had been building for six 
years leading up to the COVID-delayed meeting in 
Glasgow. 

The urgency was underscored by a string of 
deadly extreme weather events which have been 
amplified by climate change, including horrific 
wildfires in Australia and Western America, and the 
catastrophic flooding across Europe earlier in the 
summer.  

The two weeks of negotiations produced plenty 
of headlines. There were the usual issues with 
queuing and access to the venue, amplified by 
anxieties around COVID. Greta Thunberg arrived 
with a fanfare and, as usual, skewered the politician’s 
lack of action. And a last-minute spanner in the 
works nearly threatened to bring down the whole 
process, as on the text around coal, the phrase ‘phase 
out’ was replaced by ‘phase down’. This led  to Alok 

Sharma, the UK government minister in charge, 
emotionally apologising that the text had been 
watered down.  

In the end, the 197 countries involved agreed on 
the ‘Glasgow Climate Pact’ which lays out further 
agreements on cutting greenhouse gas emissions, 
preparing for the impacts of climate change, and 
importantly lays the groundwork for compensation 
to the most vulnerable nations that are already 
suffering from climate impacts (known as ‘Loss and 
Damage’). This ‘dialogue’ on loss and damage must 
yield concrete results, or this issue alone may break 
the chance of any future deal. 

Further, a first appearance of text requiring a 
reduction of fossil fuels sends powerful market 
signals for renewable energy across the globe (a 
partnership on a just energy transition away from 
coal in South Africa sets a particularly positive 
precedent). A range of side deals also emerged, 
taking on issues like reducing methane emissions, 
tackling deforestation, and cleaning up the 
transport and energy sectors. 

The true success or failure of the negotiations will 
only become clear in time, and following the drama 
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alive ‘but its pulse is weak’ and Chris Stark, the 
Head of the UK Climate Change Committee, said 
“this is the COP we should have had 20 years ago”. 

In real terms, another year of global emissions 
rises has not been halted. Christian Aid states that 
even at 1.5°C, an average of 13% of annual GDP 
will be lost to climate damages in the poorest 
countries. If the world’s temperature rise reaches 
2°C, the Met Office estimates that the number of 
people living in areas affected by extreme heat stress 
will rise from 68 million today to around one 
billion. Given these projections, activists rightly 
state that the world can scarcely afford to wait for 
another year of dialogue.  

So what next? Politicians are now being squeezed 
to increase their ambition from both sides, by 
citizens and business; and media coverage should 
leave some legacy of knowledge with the British and 
Irish public. But promises from developed nations 
must now become action. By COP27, which will 
be held in Sharm El-Sheikh in November 2022, we 
should have a better idea of whether the COP 
process itself has any power to deliver the scale of 
real-world action needed.   

Countries not aligned to the 1.5°C goal in the 

of the meeting, analysts and academics went to 
work trying to understand the implications of the 
promises and pledges which were made. The 
Carbon Brief website has summarised these 
analyses1 along with their caveats and assumptions. 
In a nutshell, current, legally enacted policies put us 
on a path to about 2.6°C of warming by the end of 
this century, while the pledges made at COP26 
would have us on track closer to 1.8°C. 

These numbers also come with the usual health 
warning applied to climate change forecasts, as we 
still don’t know precisely how the Earth will respond 
to global warming and continued greenhouse gas 
emissions. Taking this into account, our current 
policies may only lead to a temperature rise of 2°C, 
but could be as high as 3.6°C. For the COP26 
pledges, this range is from 1.4°C to 2.6°C.  

On the face of it this should be good news. With 
the climate policies already in place around the 
world it looks like we might avoid the worst-case 
scenarios experts have previously warned of. And if 
governments can stick to the pledges they’ve made 
then we are in touching distance of the goals of the 
Paris Agreement. Of course, that is a big ‘if ’. As 
COP26 President Alok Sharma admitted, 1.5°C is 
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1 (https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-do-cop26-promises-
keep-global-warming-below-2c) 
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Paris Agreement now have to enhance their pledges, 
and even more importantly, all countries must begin 
delivering on their pledges, and turning talk to 
action. This action must protect, conserve and 
restore ecosystems, and importantly it must ensure 
a ‘just transition’ which reduces the burden of 
making the required changes on affected 
communities and industries.  

Unlocking significant engagement from civil 
society, including local and regional government, 
local communities and young people, is the only 
way to make this happen. For example, the Pact 
‘urges parties to further integrate adaptation into 
local, national and regional planning.’  

What does this mean for  
Northern Ireland?  

The COP negotiations are not the only, and perhaps 
not even the most important, route to delivering 
climate action. Local and regional action is the only 
way that any goals can be reached, so NI has as 
much of a role to play as anyone else. In fact, 
Northern Ireland has higher emissions per person 
than the rest of the UK, Ireland or even China. Add 
this to the fact that we are one of the developed 

countries who have profited most from fossil fuels, 
and there is a real moral requirement to act.  

There is also an economic and social requirement 
to act. Climate change makes existing risks and 
vulnerabilities worse. 45,000 homes in NI are 
already at flood risk, as well as significant risk to 
economic zones in the centre of cities like Belfast, 
Derry and Newry. This risk also links with existing 
inequality, and in Belfast, 50% of socially vulnerable 
residents are living in areas of flood risk. In our 
already stretched Health and Social Care sector, 11 
hospitals, 99 GP surgeries and 27 emergency 
services assets are currently at flood risk. Across the 
UK, around 90% of hospitals are also at risk of 
overheating, and NI already faces hundreds of 
wildfires every year. All of this information has been 
brought together in the UK Climate Risk 
Assessment Evidence Report, released in 2021, 
which found that NI faces 61 risks and 
opportunities from climate change, of which 31 
urgently need more action.  

The good news is that action makes sense too, as 
there are a huge number of multiple benefits from 
taking action, from mental and physical health to 
fuel poverty and biodiversity. Farmers will be 

The headline climate targets which emerge from 
COP meetings represent a very abstract thing: a 
change in the global average surface temperature, 
something that no single person can experience. So 
what are the actual implications of a global 
temperature rise for Northern Ireland? The most 
recent climate model projections from the Met 
Office have provided the most robust picture yet of 
the changes we are likely to see. 

Say we end up with a 2.5°C rise in global 
temperatures, in line with the current, legally 
enacted pledges. We’re actually likely to see a similar 
rise in the average annual temperature in Northern 
Ireland, but this change is not the same in all seasons 
and the changes in extreme temperatures, such as 
the hottest day in summer, will be amplified. This 

would mean much more regularly seeing days above 
30°C as we did last July, even getting up to 33 or 
34°C or above. These are the types of temperatures 
that shut schools, warp railway tracks, melt tarmac, 
and can even lead to deaths. 

We can expect to see changes in rainfall too. 
Winter storms will be wetter, as a warmer 
atmosphere can hold more water. We will see more 
situations as in 2015/16, when storms Desmond, 
Eva and Frank filled Lough Neagh to 30-year high 
and led to flooding across Fermanagh and Tyrone. 
And although summers are likely to be drier, when 
rain does fall it will be as increasingly heavy, 
thundery showers. This can easily lead to flash 
flooding situations, when torrential rain falls on hard, 
parched soils. 

TYRONE DUNBAR 

Dr Tyrone Dunbar is a climate scientist at the Met Office 

Temperature targets and  
Northern Ireland’s climate
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enabled to adapt to an increasingly variable and 
extreme climate, transport will be more efficient, 
cleaner and with better coverage and homes, 
business and healthcare buildings will be future-
proofed as standard. Northern Ireland has a huge 
amount of creativity, research and innovation 
potential and is a perfect size to act as a test-bed for 
these new technologies and investments.  

At COP26 it became clear that communities, 
business and local government are now leading the 
way in innovation, collaboration and action. Tired 
of waiting for leadership, they now need national 
politicians to stop slowing them down and put in 
place actions to ‘level-up’ their work. This is the 
same dynamic we see playing out in NI over the 
Climate Bill, and it is starting to become obvious 
just how fast other parts of the world are moving 
ahead.  

Given the fact that we have until 2030 to halve 
our emissions to meet a 1.5°C world (current 
reduction is 19%, UK average is 45%) and that 
we’re already facing a number of key social, 
economic and environmental risks, Northern 
Ireland needs a climate bill in this mandate. This 
Bill must place equal focus on adapting to climate 
impacts, as the UK Climate Change Committee 
states that Net Zero cannot be achieved without 
adaptation. This Bill must also make provision for 
finance, capacity, evidence and coordination and co-
design of policy with local government and 
communities.   

If the 2020s are the decade of action, then 
government must establish interest free finance 
which can be accessed by local government, research 
institutions and other arm’s length bodies. At a  
larger scale, a new partnership of 12 UK Core Cities 
(including Belfast), estimates that it will require 
£200 billion to reach net zero. This is achievable, 
given that annual investment in the global system 
numbers in the trillions, but it means that new 
models and blends of finance must be developed. A 
range of new alliances, models and reports are under 
development to facilitate that shift, including a 
Cities Climate Gap Fund to bypass financial 
roadblocks and provide a central pot of money from 
which cities can draw. Government should seek to 
support institutions to build this capacity.  

Northern Ireland must push the UK COP 
presidency in 2022 to deliver on promises from 
COP, and push the British government to deliver 
on existing 2030 pledges, which do align with a 
1.5°C world in ambition, but are far from being met 
in reality.  

Finally, we must all get real about the challenge 
of communicating climate change. Doing nothing 
is the worst and most expensive option, to say 
nothing of the moral imperative to act now that the 
lives of the most vulnerable around the world are in 
danger. The insurance company Swiss RE published 
a report in 2021 which stated that ‘the economies 
of G7 nations contracted by about 4.2% on average 
in the coronavirus pandemic, and the economic 
losses from the climate crisis by 2050 would be 
roughly on the scale of suffering a similar crisis twice 
every year.’   

This is no longer about future generations; those 
of us alive today are beginning to witness the 
destruction that climate change will bring. There are 
impacts we cannot now avoid. But if enough of us 
play our part, and we begin to measure societal 
progress on wellbeing and resilience, and not just 
GDP, we stand a real chance of making a better NI 
for ourselves, and a better world for everyone.   

Chair of the Climate Change Committee (CCC), Lord Deben 
(right) and CCC Chief Executive Chris Stark present evidence to 
the NI Executive regarding their 6th Carbon Budget 
recommendations for NI.
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State of Play 
Rosemary Jenkinson 
 
Rosemary Jenkinson is a short story writer, playwright and ACNI Major Artist 

Last week, a bible tract from Whitewell Metropolitan 
Tabernacle was thrust through my letterbox. 
It remonstrated against church members 
‘playing cards, drinking wine and strong 
drink, reading novels or playing some game 
of chance like the lottery, all the while their 
precious souls are dying’. It is incredible that 
the fundamentalist wing of this country still 
finds ‘reading novels’ a reprehensible activity 
in 2021. If so, those of us who write them must 
be the devil incarnate. 

@51
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These antiquated attitudes mean that writers are unappreciated, but, on the 
positive side, we no longer have demonstrations outside our playhouses like Ian 
Paisley’s protest against Sam Thompson’s The Evangelist in the sixties and we can 
freely parody spiritual leaders as Marie Jones did with the oleaginous Pastor O’Hare 
in her 2017 play Sinners. However, the church’s conservatism goes hand-in-hand 
with political conservatism. It’s not surprising that the DUP’s espousal of 
homophobic views has been widely portrayed in local theatre. A notable example 
is Conor Mitchell’s 2018 opera Abomination which hoisted the DUP by their own 
petard. While I’m not a fan of verbatim theatre, it just goes to show that our 
politicians’ words contain so much shock value we don’t even have to invent. People 
used to say Trump was ‘beyond satire’ but our politicians are into infinity and 
beyond. They make Spitting Image look like a Punch and Judy show. 

The DUP has also been ridiculed in John McCann’s 2018 play, DUPed, and in 
Amanda Verlaque’s superslick Distortion in 2021 which attacked the hypocrisy of 
unionist politicians. While Sinn Féin has a more liberal social agenda, it strikes me 
as strange why we haven’t had satires about IRA commemoration veneration. It 
would be wonderful if writers penned more plays about wider politics but there’s 
an argument to be made that, in such a small country, the theatre-going 
constituency has a limited set of expectations. Plays in Northern Ireland tend to 
fuse music with words as in Tara Lynne O’Neill’s 2021 play Rough Girls. Musicals 
and musical plays have their deserved place, as does the exuberant Rough Girls, but 
an over-reliance on this genre seems indicative of theatres pandering to a 
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conservative society which favours populist entertainment. Music is often a tool of 
the establishment as it expresses emotions and not ideas. 

It was encouraging to see the play text of Rough Girls published by Methuen. A 
big issue is that most Northern Irish plays aren’t picked up by publishers and duly 
slide into obscurity. In my case, I approached the publisher Nick Hern with my 
play Lives in Translation in 2017, and he turned it down, replying, ‘I just don’t 
think it’s going to be ‘visible’ enough to generate the necessary sales’. This is the 
crux of the problem: the invisibility of Northern Irish plays throughout the UK 
and Ireland.  

The invisibility extends to writers across poetry and prose. The literary circles of 
the South usually regard themselves as the epitome of Irishness to the exclusion of 
Northern writers. Last September, in response to an Irish Times article, ‘Love Sally 
Rooney? Then we think you’ll also love these 12 other Irish writers’, Jan Carson 
tweeted that more Northern Irish writers should be included in such lists. Because 
we have to speak up against these cultural obstacles, we are perceived as difficult 
and critical. 

Our prevailing moral conservatism is demonstrated in the 
sexual primness of many plays and novels. Caroline 
Magennis’s latest book Northern Irish Writing After the 
Troubles: Intimacies, Affects, Pleasures criticises the academic 
focus on ‘trauma texts’ which used the love plot during the 
Troubles as a ‘political metonym’. In novels like Cal, sex is 
used as a metaphorical weapon against colonialism with ‘a 
distinct focus on the male orgasm’. But in recent years, as 
Magennis points out, there has been a bold rise of erotic 
and queer work by playwrights like Billy Cowan. Other 
playwrights such as Amanda Verlaque, Stacey Gregg and 
David Ireland (and who can forget the oral in Can’t Forget 
About You?) have thankfully ushered in an era of more sexual 
writing. 

It’s important for writers to challenge the artistic 
hegemony of the Seamus Heaney Centre at Queen’s, the Lyric Theatre and the 
BBC who are all arbiters of a literary élite. Alongside this hallowed trinity, the 
monolithic MAC also occupies a place in the hierarchy. In 2019, I approached the 
MAC for a commission to write a play only to be told none were available, nor 
was there any prospect of a future commission. While their current remit is to co-
produce and receive touring productions, surely they need to initiate commissions 
to justify their level of funding and reputation. 

A significant driving force behind the conservatism here is fear of giving offence. 
A few years ago, I looked to transfer my political satire Michelle and Arlene from 
Accidental Theatre to a larger stage, but big theatres and production companies 
evinced alarm at how the play was based on real politicians. They completely failed 
to understand that satire gives you a licence to lampoon. Because of that fear, 
Michelle and Arlene was conveniently denigrated by an artistic director as ‘a sketch 
show’.  

Julie Maxwell, Raquel McKee and Tony Flynn in Kabosh theatre 
company's Lives In Translation by Rosemary Jenkinson
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Writers in this country are also expected to change or dilute their words due to 
‘sensitivities’. During a workshop of my 2013 play Planet Belfast, an actor raised 
concerns as to why Sinn Féin’s Martin McGuinness was mentioned twice in less 
than flattering terms while the DUP’s Sammy Wilson and Edwin Poots were only 
targeted once. Unless you solely attack the DUP, it seems that as a playwright you 
are subject to a petty sectarian word count.  

Ideally, theatre should be ten years ahead of its time, but the Belfast theatre scene 
can feel as slow-moving as a primeval swamp. Covid is an added complication since 
theatre closures have delayed productions by a year or two. Funding is ever tighter 
and theatre companies can easily use Covid restrictions as an excuse to be more 
risk-averse by citing the pretext of ‘looking at new ways of staging things’.  

Due to a lack of funding, the Lyric has been trying to compete with the Grand 
Opera House by producing more commercial work like the 2018 musical Good 
Vibrations. This is in complete contradiction to the fervent hopes of Brian Friel 
who said in his secular prayers at the reopening of the Lyric in 2011 that a 
playhouse ‘must be a laboratory of questioning and scrutiny and of untried 
thoughts and practices’. It was noticeable that at no point did Friel mention music 
in his vision, but alluded to ‘laughter and merry-making and wit and comedy and 
raucous fun and ordinary giddiness and silly giggling’.  

Talking of prayers, I pray that in the post-Covid world there will be a renewed 
appetite for plays to release us into Friel’s ‘secret land of mystery and of the spirit, 
that we tend to overlook in the course of our lives’. Writers must kick back against 
societal conservativism and fight for the two best things in this world; wordplay 
and wordy plays. How can any church in its right mind object to reading novels? 
To quote the first line of the Gospel of John: ‘In the beginning was the Word’. And 
at the end will be the Word too. Long live the word, both spoken and written, and 
let’s all unite to make it flourish. g
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(Maisie is hunting in her bag. Kitty walks into the room from the hall.) 

Kitty: What’s wrong mammy? 
Maisie: I keep thinking someone’s walking round the back of my chair. 

But when I look round there’s nobody. 
Kitty: It’s probably m’daddy. 
Maisie: He was around last week-end. It’s his anniversary soon.  
Kitty: Is she away out? 
Maisie: Aye. We’ll get a bit of peace. 

(Maisie starts to hunt in her bag again.) 
Kitty: What are you looking for? 
Maisie: My relic.  
Kitty: Maybe somebody’s taken it. 
Maisie: Who would take it? 
Kitty: She was examining your bag yesterday. 
Maisie: Yes. She gave off about the biro marks on it. 
Kitty: I’m saying nothing. 
Maisie: She said it was expensive.   
Kitty: Aye. She always lets you know what she’s spent on you. 
Maisie: I’m fed up she shouted at me all day yesterday. 
Kitty: Take no notice. 
Maisie: She shouted about everything. 
Kitty: Never worry. 
Maisie: I can’t stand this anymore. 

(Ba walks into the room from the kitchen. She is holding two bowls of soup.) 

Ba: I’m devastated.  
(Maisie refuses to turn around.) 

Maisie: What?  
(Kitty is staring past Maisie at Ba. Maisie refuses to turn around.) 

Maisie: What? What did you say? 
Ba: I’m devastated by what you just said. 

(Maisie speaks into Kitty’s face.) 

Maisie: What did I say? 
(Kitty continues to stare.) 

Ba: You said I shouted at you. I wasn’t even here yesterday. 
(Ba puts the bowls of soup on the small table., and sits down heavily. Maisie turns 
slightly but is still not looking at Ba, because she is above her eye level.) 

Maisie: (quietly) I felt you were distant. 
Ba: I made your tea. I offered to drive you to mass. 

Ár Lá 
Anne Devlin 
 
Anne Devlin is a playwright. Her new collection of short fiction  
The Apparitions will appear in 2022.

The phrase Ár Lá translates 
as: Our Day; taken from the 
Irish phrase Tiocfaidh Ár Lá: 
Our day will come.  
The location is North Belfast 
in 2019. Maisie is 90; her 
husband would be dead 
twenty years. She lives in her 
own house with her daughter 
Kitty, a child woman of sixty 
five, who wears a woolly hat 
indoors all year round. Ba, her 
eldest daughter, who is sixty 
eight, has moved into the 
house to care for them. The 
day is the first day of Lent.

@51
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Maisie: I minded about your mentioning my shoes five times (Pause). I never talk 
about you. 

Ba: I want it to stop. I can’t go on. 
Maisie: I never talked about you. You are shouting at us all the time.  
Ba: (To Kitty) And you, why are you doing this to me?  
Maisie: Nobody talked about you! 
Ba: You just did.  
Maisie: I never talk about you. 
Kitty: We did mammy.  

(Everyone is quiet immediately.) 

Ba: Look at this place. Everything I do I do with love, you must see that.  
And when love is lost it never comes back.  

(Maisie turns and faces Ba for the first time.) 

Maisie: Go on hit me! Hit me!. 
(Ba sees Maisie’s forehead. It has a heavy black and purple mark on it. ) 

Ba: What in God’s name! Did somebody kick you in the head! 
Kitty: They have a new mix for the ashes. 
Maisie: What do you want me to do? 
Ba: I want you to stop. Or I will run mad. 
Maisie: Can you forgive me? 
Ba: You have that big black cross on your forehead and you’re talking like this. 

Can you forgive yourself.  
Kitty: That’s the problem with you, Ba. You never know when to give over.  

You’re just like her. 
Maisie: What you are saying is I’m a hypocrite. 
Ba: Yes I am. There’s no love around me. Not even kindness. I wake up every 

morning wondering how I’m going to cope with you and this house.  
How I’m going to pay for the things that need doing to it. 

Maisie: So do I. And I’m ninety. 
(Ba moves to the hall door.) 

Ba: You’re using me all the time. I feel used up.  
(Ba opens the door.)  

Kitty: I’m sorry. 
Ba: I’m sorry,   
Maisie: I’m sorry. 
Ba: Maybe we’ll have a better day tomorrow. 

(Ba leaves, closes the door behind her.She can be heard walking on the wooden floor to the 
front door, while Kitty and Maisie wait to hear her leave. Suddenly Ba comes running back 
and opens the door again.) 

Ba: I’ve just seen our Kat getting out of a taxi! 
Kitty: Our Katrina? 
Kat: Hello there! 

(She comes into the doorway, pushing a bag in front of her.) 

Ba: How did you get here? 
Kat: I got an upgrade from Dubai. 
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Maisie: Does she not live in Australia? 
Kitty: I don’t know mammy. 
Kat: Chairs in the hall. Couldn’t get my suitcase in! This place never 

changes.  
Ba: Hey, you can’t come in here and start criticising the housekeeping. 

And that’s not a suitcase, that’s a trunk. 
Kat: What a lovely welcome. 
Ba: Did I miss something. 
Kat: Did Jamie not tell you? 
Ba: Nope. 
Kat: I’m moving back. 

(Maisie begins to rummage again in her handbag.) 
Kitty: What are you looking for Mammy? 
Maisie: Where’s my gun? 
Kitty: You don’t have a gun. 
Ba: Where are you going to live? 
Kat: Here until I get myself sorted. 
Maisie: It’s not in my bag. Maybe it’s under the cushion. 
Kitty: Daddy had the gun; he gave it back. 
Kat: I need to sleep now. I had to share a bus shelter with the homeless.  
Maisie: Where is your daddy? 
Kitty: He’s dead twenty years. 
Kat: I’m very tired. 
Ba: Is your husband not with you? 
Kat: No. It’s a long story. 
Maisie: Who did I marry? 
Kitty: You married m’daddy. 
Maisie: Who was he? … I want to go home. 
Ba: Where do you think you are? 
Maisie: Africia. 
Ba: This is Belfast and you are in your own house. 
Maisie: You are the only person who ever tells me the truth. 
Ba: Thank you. 
Maisie: That Ba one is always finding fault. 
Ba: Mum, I’m Ba. I’m your daughter. 
Maisie: No you’re not! I was talking about our Ba, my sister. 
Kat; Mum. It’s lovely to see you.  
Maisie: You are always awfully pleasant. 
Kat: Thank you. 
Maisie: Not like that Katrina one. Nobody could live with her. 
Kitty: Eh mammy! 
Maisie: Where’s our Jamie? Where’s my son?  
Ba: He’s away working across the border. 
Maisie: Get him on the phone for me. I cant seem to make this thing work. 
Kitty: Eh mammy! 
Maisie: No point in asking you Kitty. Sure you’re deaf as a post. 
Kitty: Mammy, that’s not a phone. That’s the tv remote. 



28 

FORTNIGHT @ 51

Yeats and Sibelius: 
a longing to belong 
Steafán Hanvey 
 
Steafán Hanvey is a Northern Irish singer-songwriter and poet, living in 
Helsinki, Finland. He has recently turned his hand to photography and has a 
documentary film in production.  

The Finns have been called, amongst other 
things, a forest people, and if this holds 
true, then the Irish are a people in search 
of a forest. Christmas is not the only 
festive occasion in Finland this month. On 
December 6th, the nation celebrates its 
Independence Day, just two days before 
Jean Sibelius Day, which marks the famous 
composer’s birthday. What a gift that must 
have been back on December 8th, 1917, for 
Finland’s biggest musical export. Happy 
birthday indeed.  

He is also remembered for the significant role he played in creating his nation’s 
cultural identity. In many ways, he is the Finnish equivalent of our own W.B. Yeats, 
with whom he shared many similarities. Both were born in 1865 into countries 
under ‘a foreign yoke’, and both were equally taken with the ‘little people’ in their 
youth. It is said that when his mother played piano, the young Jean would match 
colours on the rug to the notes he heard, dreaming his own ‘faeries’ into being. He 
and his friends also used to conduct ‘faery plays’ and concerts. Of course, Yeats’s 
work shows a similar fascination with all things sprite-like and magical. The old 
Fenian John O’Leary, once felt compelled to write to Yeats: ‘Why is your head so 
full of all this magic nonsense when you could be out building a nation?’ Yeats 
responded: ‘The mystical life is the centre of all that I do and all that I think and 
all that I write.’ (See Heaney and Morrison encounter below). 

However, the most important thing Sibelius and Yeats shared was their ‘double 
unbelonging’ (Rushdie’s phrase), with the Anglo-Irish Yeats often regarded as being 
neither truly Irish nor English, and Sibelius, a Swedish-speaking Finn, as neither 
truly Finnish nor Swedish. On a read through, of my introduction to Yeats, the 
words ‘our own’ caught my attention enough to mention. We Irish, be it Unionist, 

Sibelius, 1913 
WIKIMEDIA
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Nationalist, from north, south, west or east of our borders, take great pride in 
staking claim to Yeats, despite his ‘hyphenated-ness’.  Speaking of which, the 
Finnish-speaking Finns have in similar fashion, since taken their ‘own’ Swedish-
speaking compatriot and identity conductor, Jean Sibelius, to their hearts in much 
the same way. (By the way, I’m an Ulsterman in Helsinki with two children born 
to a Finnish mother, and in recent years, the right-wing, populist, anti-immigration 
‘The Finns’ party [formerly ‘True Finns’] are enjoying electoral success, and some 
folks in Northern Ireland feel they are rendered less British and more European by 
a customs border down the Irish sea, issues relating to hyphenated identities and 
notions of being truly anything fill my head. Just what is a ‘true’ Finn, Swede, 
Irishman, Briton, or any nationality for that matter?) 

Still, it is impossible to say whether the interventions of Sibelius and Yeats in 
their respective nation’s cultural and political discourse occurred despite, or because 
of, their ‘mixed background’. What is clear, however, is that they both took existing, 
indigenous folk material, and fashioned it into something new with their own tools, 
and some would argue, to their own ends.  

Sibelius was born into the affluent, minority Swedish-speaking community, 
which constituted 14% of the total population (today, it stands at 5.2%). The 
country was officially called the Grand Duchy of Finland, being a somewhat 
autonomous part of the Russian Empire, but one that had been under a Swedish 
cosh in previous centuries. By the time Sibelius was ten years old, the four great 
pillars of his country’s literature were firmly in place. They were: the Lutheran 
Bible, Lönnrot’s compilation of oral poetry called the Kalevala (1835), Runeberg’s 
The Tale of Ensign Stål (1848/1860), and Topelius’s Boken om vårt land (trans. 
“The Book about our Country”) (1875). And so, late 19th century and early 20th 
century advocates of an independent Finnish nation such as Sibelius and his 
contemporaries did not come out of the Finnish wilderness: the ground, as Sibelius 
biographer Glenda Dawn Goss points out, had already been prepared by Swedish-
speaking Finns.  

The same could be said about the Irish Literary Revival, where mid-nineteenth 
century authors such as Samuel Ferguson, William Allingham, and ‘Speranza’ (Lady 
Wilde) laid the groundwork for later developments such as the national theatre 
(The Abbey) by Yeats, Synge, and Lady Gregory. This Ascendancy-heavy aspect of 
the Revival would lead many to question its ‘authenticity’. In his Self-Portrait 
(1964), Patrick Kavanagh famously wrote that ‘the so-called Irish Literary 
Movement which purported to be frightfully Irish and racy of the Celtic soil was 
a thoroughgoing English-bred lie’.  

The stories in the Kalevala preserve an oral tradition that belonged to the 
Finnish-speaking Finns from Karelia, that part of Finland previously lost to Russia. 
Sibelius et al. co-opted the majority tongue (Finnish) in the service of the greater 
goal of securing their country’s future. Minna Canth, the activist playwright and 
poet summed her community’s bind up quite succinctly when she said: ‘no power 
can any longer make us Swedes, but we must take care we don’t become Russians.’ 
In Ireland, Yeats wasn’t so interested in reviving the Irish language, though he was, 



30 

FORTNIGHT @ 51

like Joyce, keen on initiating a sense of Irish literature in 
the English language, to ‘ennoble the nation’.  

Sibelius was worried that his reputation might have 
been damaged by ‘nationalist rhetoric’, writing in his 
diary in 1910 about ‘Finlandia’ (Finland’s unofficial 
national anthem, initially entitled ‘Finland Awakes’): 
‘Am I really only a “nationalistic” curiosity?’  
Yeats too would be haunted by his own ghosts of 

uprisings past, reflecting on his play Cathleen ní 
Houlihan in his poem ‘Man and The Echo’: ‘Did that 
play of mine send out / Certain men the English shot?’ In 
his elegy for Yeats, W.H. Auden stated that ‘poetry makes 

nothing happen’, which was developed on by Paul 
Muldoon in the Wystan section of ‘7, Middagh Street’, 

where he imagines Auden’s direct response as follows:   
“As for his crass, rhetorical   

posturing, “Did that play of mine  
send out certain men (certain men?)   

the English shot ...?  
the answer is “Certainly not”.   

If Yeats had saved his pencil-lead  
would certain men have stayed in bed?   

For history’s a twisted root  
with art its small, translucent fruit   
and never the other way round.” 
Yeats saw the Easter Rising as a brutal interruption of the cultural project. Yeats’s 

biographer Roy Foster considers his rationale for holding off on the publication of 
‘Easter 1916’ until 1920 as indicative of his uncanny sense of history as it happened 
around him, as well as what Yeats’s wife would later describe as his astonishing 
ability to know how things would look to people afterwards. Critic Declan Kiberd 
claims that ‘the literary wing of the [nationalist] movement’ had been useful up to 
a point in mapping out ideas of independence, but that in a post-independent 
Ireland, it was something of a nuisance. In other words, the lyric phase of nation-
building was over. Culture had served its purpose; it was now time for hum-drum 
politics.  

Later, of course, artists would be called upon to ‘do their bit’ again. Edna Longley 
says that ‘improper expectations were placed on Northern Poets’ during the 
Troubles. In ‘The Flight Path’, Seamus Heaney details the encounter mentioned 
above, that he had with Danny Morrison who may have thought, like Polish poet 
Czeslaw Milosz, that ‘saving peoples or nations’ was the whole point of poetry:  

“So he enters and sits down 
Opposite and goes for me head on. 
‘When, for fuck’s sake, are you going to write 
Something for us?’ ‘If I do write something, 
Whatever it is, I’ll be writing for myself.’ 

Yeats, 1903 
WIKIMEDIA



And that was that. Or words to that effect.” 
Post-independence, Sibelius and Yeats were recognised by their respective 

countries for their nation-building roles: Sibelius received a pension, and Yeats a 
senate seat. Like some of their contemporary artists, they became embroiled in the 
emerging totalitarian politics of the age. They both accepted the Goethe medal 
from Hitler’s Germany though, according to Roy Foster, this said more about Yeats’s 
admiration for Goethe than his interest in Germany. Similarly, his dalliance with 
the fascistic Blueshirts in the 1930s was short-lived, and it could be said that 
Sibelius was on sticky ground when he approved the formation of the German 
Sibelius Society, the brainchild of one Joseph Goebbels. 

Despite being ‘outside-insiders’, both were instrumental in moulding their 
countries’ sense of national identity in and around the time when the nineteenth 
century bled into the twentieth and their soon to be ‘countries’ were mere minutes 
away from independence and beyond. 

In a letter to Synge, Yeats once wrote ‘nations never get the national poet they 
expect’. Critic P.J. Mathews rightly points out that while Yeats didn’t invent the 
Irish revival, he did make it more ‘interesting and complicated’ — words that could 
also be used to describe Sibelius’s contribution to Finland’s ‘Awakening’. There is 
no doubt that poetry, theatre, and music played a role in the events that led to the 
Easter Rising and Finnish independence, but it is unlikely that any of the 
Volunteers who saw action on Easter week signed up for combat solely because 
they had read patriotic poems, attended nationalist plays, or in Finland’s case, 
listened to ‘Finlandia’ on repeat. g

‘Finnish sprite poised for 
flight’. 
Singer-songwriter ‘Jonsu’ 
captured in her natural 
habitat during the 
photographic session for her 
new album. 
PHOTO © STEAFÁN HANVEY
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Open hands for the public 
realm 
the art of Raymond Watson 
Cian O’Neill 
 
Cian O’Neill is an Irish writer/painter and a longstanding contributor to Fortnight, 
including criticism

‘Hands of History’, 2018.   
PHOTO BY RAYMOND WATSON 

Belfast-born Raymond Watson knows some things about life and art. 
Born in 1959, his family were driven out of the city in 1972 by sectarian 
thugs and, like so many, became refugees in South Down and Louth. He 
himself got caught up in the violence in his teens but some years later 
studied media studies in the University of Ulster, eventually taking his 
MPhil on how news reportage in the North was consumed and 
understood radically differently by the two communities, whilst making 
often Heaney-inspired wood sculpture (in bog oak) at home. That thesis 
subject is in truth the goal of his art: to better understand how life, 
meaning and identity are communicated and negotiated in the public 
sphere. Tempted out of a post-college career in media by the lure of 
making c.1989, he took a studio in Belfast’s Conway Mills studios, and he 
is now an established artist of multifarious, unpredictable output.  

It could, arguably, only have been formed in that old, cold 
fire of the North, yet it was always reaching outwards to the 
world of communities with an open hand. So, from 
Calcutta to Poleglass, Palestine to Gernika via the Crumlin 

Road jail, he has directly engaged local communities 
in the making of public art, but also pursued 

‘traditional’ practice in paint, sculpture, image, 
installation and sound. Now safely couched in 

the Glens of Antrim, he even keeps bees. Yet 
why and how does he do his work?

@51
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C Your ‘Hands of History’ works (1998, then 2018) for the GFA 
anniversary had casts of the hands of most of the major players 
involved in the agreement – who had the biggest? 

RW    Well, when he had his hand in the moulding / casting bucket, 
Chris Patton asked me that and I told him it was Gerry Adams. He 
said, “Ahh well he would, wouldn’t he?!” I had a small and a larger 
moulding bucket and used to ask them all which they wanted to 
use and funnily enough, most of them opted for the big bucket..! 

   C Notwithstanding major works like the Broighter Gold Hoard Boat 
(2013), why did you transition out of wood sculpture into public 
art, c.2000? 

RW Well there are an awful lot of people who slap stuff onto old wood and call it 
art, so galleries would almost run from it. You know, I didn’t grow up around 
art or have any one big influence, but I knew one fella’ named Eamonn Maguire 
who I got to know in Brookfield Mill studios. He was a boxer, a bodhrán maker 
and sculptor and did some painting as well and he had his own simplistic style 
that people liked. At the start, he was seen just as a craftsman and never shown 
in a gallery, but he got out in the world anyway. The only public art I knew 
growing up were formal statues that aren’t about art but male power. There wasn’t 
any one thing or artist, but a big thing for me was a trip to Australia in the late 
’90s, with aboriginal artists, which is very public, community-based stuff. When 
I got back, I made the ‘Hands on Wall’ piece up in Poleglass (Belfast, 2005). 
Within a few years I had moved off into all sorts of work, like using sound for 
the Crumlin jail piece (‘The Keys’, 2018) using the sound of keys from the jail 
and audio I took in Palestine, then conceptual art, using a grappling hook made 
in Long Kesh prison during internment (that was found when the jail was being 
dismantled) to scale the Peace Wall in Belfast, on film (‘The Grappling Hook’, 
2018). 

   C Are you a ‘traditional’ artist or a public artist? 

RW I’m more an eclectic artist. Like, with the grappling hook from Long Kesh, I got 
the hook and just thought, how do I use this? With the keys piece, I got into the 
jail before it was opened to the public and I found the keys so I just took them 
home with me, and they sat in my loft for twelve years before I used them around 
the twentieth anniversary of the closure because it was time to do something, 
and when I picked them up to label them I noticed the tones and sounds they 
made and that gave me a way in.  

   C So the work comes from the engagement, the process? 

RW For sure. I don’t go into work with preconceived expectations of what it should 
be, like with the Lagan Tunnel piece (‘Barriers of belief ’, 2006) which was an 
idea from the ’80s. Generally that would be my approach. Sometimes I come 
across things that I know will be useful and it’s like other ideas I have and put 
away until its time. I’ve never tried to analyse it, I don’t have any one direction, 
and while it may seem very obvious after it’s done, it isn’t obvious until you make 
it! I have a workshop outside for sculpture etc., and I paint in the conservatory 

‘The Lookout’, 2007.  
PHOTO BY RAYMOND WATSON
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inside, but really my whole house is my workshop, you know, like the Crumlin 
keys I hung from hooks I put on the rafters in my living room to make a small 
installation and see what it was. The whole house is full of stuff waiting to be used 
when the time’s right. 

   C Politics seems writ large in your studies and then your work, is that fair? 

RW Oh yes, though I hope it’s not party-political, because I certainly wouldn’t survive 
in any party! The thing is, we grew up in a highly politicised world, and I think 
people make stuff out of what they know, so I wasn’t going to go off and paint 
flowers! That’s why I would make something like the ‘Belfast Flags of Hope’ (2011) 
using Tibetan prayer flags, but it’s not religious art. Personally, I’m very cynical 
about religion, but when I went to Calcutta to make ‘Helix of Hope’ (2007), the 
poverty and chaos on the streets made me want to follow the Hindu tradition of 
making sculpture out of the mud of the Ganges to then return to the river, in my 
case with local street-kids. The financially sensible thing to do would have been to 
use the British Council gallery who commissioned me to make art to sell the white 
man way, but it wasn’t about money. It was really interesting to destroy the piece 
(in the river), and I almost did the same to the ‘Hands of History’ piece – I applied 
to the Arts Council for the money to bronze-cast the first hands and when they 
turned me down I was nearly going to melt them down in the city centre as a sort 
of protest, but thankfully I caught myself on! Thankfully, while we’re still a divided 
society, we’re so far down the road to peace that I think the new conflict is things 
like the climate crisis, so I’m working on an experimental project about bees now. 

   C Why do you engage other (local) people to make your work? Are you not very 
possessive of it in terms of ‘authorship’? 

RW I don’t know, I don’t really think about it too much, I just love the engagement 
with different people. The more I see of the world the more I see that there’s no 
real differences between people, they’re all my brothers and sisters. It’s just great to 

learn the importance of those visual languages from other 
people, like the hands in aboriginal art.  

C  What about the ‘art market’, the business? 

RW   Well, I prefer enjoying life, and I don’t need very 
much, really. The galleries I give work to are always asking 
me for more stuff but money’s not really my focus and I 
don’t really think about the audience as such, though we 
all do like a bit of recognition. I’m just doing my work 
and my first criteria is whether I like it. I think people here 
are receptive to art despite the sectarianism, though maybe 
it’s not as progressive as the big cultural centres. 

C  Why do you make and will you ever stop making? 

RW   I’ve never worked that out and I don’t really think 
I could. I don’t intend to retire anyhow, or at least until I 
can’t make work anymore. I might start scribbling on bits 
of paper then. 

Installation view from ‘Barriers 
of belief’, 2006 

Photo by Raymond Watson
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The art world has not been immune to the crumbling of consensus that 
has affected society and politics since the global financial crash of 
2007–2008. This is evident in the awarding of the most recent instalments 
of the Turner Prize, and the subsequent backlash. In 2019 the judges 
agreed that all shortlisted artists would share the prize after they requested 
to be considered collectively. In 2020, in recognition of the ‘exceptionally 
difficult time’ faced by cultural workers, the prize money was used to 
create 10 bursaries to help struggling artists. In 2021, the prize was again 
shared as Belfast’s Array Collective received the award after being selected 
from a shortlist made up entirely of art collectives. Array’s success sparked 
the ire of establishment critics, some of whom found it 
difficult to reconcile the collective’s engaged – and very 
effective – practice with the art they felt the Turner should 
celebrate.    

In a recent article for Elephant, Ciara Hickey and Jane Morrow 
responded to Britain’s mainstream critics’ confused and 
antagonistic response to the 2021 award. By foregrounding 
dismissive implications in The Times, The Guardian, and 
elsewhere that Array’s work is anti-intellectual and lacking 
artistic credentials, the article deftly names Array’s secret centre: 
their anti-imperialism. In doing so, Hickey and Morrow uncover 
the silent coloniality that remains at the centre of institutional 
art in the UK and which rose to the surface in the furore over 
the Turner judges’ decision to eschew individual artists and 
shortlist solely collectives.  

As Aníbal Quijano pointed out in the 1980s, colonial 
structures of thinking and being have outlasted formal 
decolonisation. Formally postcolonial states continue to organise 
themselves in ways that prioritise Western modes of life. This 
structure of power, which he called coloniality, is coextensive 
with the logic of Modernity and prioritises the capitalist, patriarchal, and racial 
hierarchies that are naturalised as the contemporary status quo. Within this colonial 
dispensation, it is normal to be discrete, knowable, rational, and controlled. The 

The Turner Prize, Array 
Collective, and Coloniality 
Ricki O’Rawe 
 
Ricki O’Rawe is a Senior Lecturer in Latin American Studies. He has published 
on Spanish and Latin American avant-garde artists and is currently writing a 
book of the politics of the Fantastic in Latin America.
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 International Women’s day March 
2019 
IMAGE BY ARRAY COLLECTIVE 
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Modern/Colonial subject is an individual that strives to uncover their true self. Art 
is a vocation that can aid in this uncovering of Truth and might insert the worthy 
individual within History, so long as their work can be quantified as universally 
important (read: unique). Within the logic of coloniality, art that is collective, 
relational, embedded, or effervescent, is simply not Art.  If ‘you needed to be there 
[to understand it]’ – as some critics claimed of Array - then the art has succumbed 
to ‘folksiness’ and is not appropriate for the hallowed realm of the aesthetic.  

Of course, this model of subjecthood and art poses a problem to those of us that 
inhabit bodies we cannot dominate with our minds, who find it strange to strictly 
delineate our ideas from those of our interlocutors, or who laugh too much to be 
considered serious. It is also difficult for those of us that live between multiple 
identities, languages, and traditions. How do we fit such plurality into a discrete, 
knowable, or rational life, never mind into an adequate art? We shouldn’t, we are 
told. Such ‘folk’ and ‘popular’ traditions are not the stuff of serious artists. We must 
strive to catch up with that fully developed Modern consciousness that is able to 
detach art from time and place, to embrace the metropolitan centre and leave 
behind the ‘imagined spititual past’ of our peripheral peoples and traditions. This 
is exactly what Hickey and Morrow call out so effectively: 

‘Far from having only the “thinnest smear of artistic meaning”, this work is 
not anti-intellectual: it’s anti-imperialist. It is richer than most will ever know. 
This “stuff ” is the fabric of our lives; the “relentless yapping” the 
inconvenient truth of our existence.’ 

Array collective winning  
The Turner Prize 2021 

IMAGE BY GARRY JONES 
 

FRONT ROW: Grace McMurray,  
Clodagh Lavelle, Mitch Conlon and 

Alessia Cargnelli 

BACK ROW: Laura O'Connor, Emma 
Campbell, Jane Butler, Stephen Millar, 
Sighle Bhreathnach-Cashell, Thomas, 

Sinead Bhreathnach-Cashell 
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Array Collective know, from experience, that you really did ‘have to be there’ to 
get it. This is partly because there is no simple answer to the question ‘where is 
here?’ in Northern/Ireland. To miss that is to miss the importance of Array’s entire 
enterprise. It is clear in the coverage of the Turner Prize that some critics cannot 
see beyond a hegemonic form of being British and creating British art. Such a 
disregard for the different nations currently designated British is no surprise to 
those far from the centre. Array engage actively in the multiple lineages and 
traditions that exist in the space of Northern/Ireland. In doing so, they operate 
within what Walter Mignolo calls – in another context – the colonial difference; a 
space in crisis where one can see and challenge the exclusionary hierarchies that 
structure the experience of being Irish and/or British. Array uncover and resist this 
space when they make work that refuses to sit neatly in place. In doing so, they 
refuse to be reduced to a band of eccentrics on the peripheries of the UK casting 
aspersions at the centre. To read the art of Array as such is to overdetermine the 
importance that a centre plays in their craft. Instead, these artists move with and 
within the dynamic plurality of Northern/Ireland. This is a fractured place and to 
speak from here, and to here, is to navigate borders that are always moving. This 
means that the resistant art Array makes is necessarily uncertain and ever-shifting. 
Again, Hickey and Morrow sum up what’s at stake perfectly:  

‘Tell us again that it’s “fun” to create a pub mop bucket in the shape of the ferry 
which takes our pregnant people to Scotland for healthcare that is still illegal 
in Northern Ireland. Array’s description: “Soaked in shame by a country that 
loves to export our discomfort”. Tell us that sticks, called Bata Scór, which were 
worn around the neck and used to record instances of children speaking Irish 
instead of English so that the appropriate number of punishments could be 
administered, contribute to an “imagined spiritual past” in the context of a UK 
collecting institution. Tell us that a T-shirt bearing the slogan “Eire Says Relax” 
(a paraphrase of the banned 1983 Frankie Goes to Hollywood song), 
referencing both the subjugation of women and of LGBTQ+ communities in 
Northern Ireland, is “weak”.’ 

Array are here. That’s why they get it. People across the UK know what it is like 
to be here rather than there. That’s why Black Obsidian Sound System, Cooking 
Sections, Gentle/Radical, and Project Art Works get it too. These collectives know 
that what they do is powerful. Their work strikes a chord in the lives they engage. 
Every chuckle, song, and tear are testament to their artistic resistance to the reified 
objects that dominate the contemporary art market. Their work seeks different 
ways of navigating society, and they achieve their aim by creating the societies they 
wish to explore.   

Array do very well what their critics have done so badly: they make art by 
travelling within the worlds of their social milieu. Their critics, on the other hand, 
have received that art without the gesture of loving, playful, world-travelling that 
María Lugones identifies as essential to any ethical engagement with the worlds of 
others. Northern/Ireland is a space where identities need to be renegotiated in 
conversations and chats and dances and jokes. Worlds need to collide. We need an 
art that smashes them together. Thank goodness Array Collective know that 
breaking open worlds can be great craic.  

Marriage Equality March 2018 
IMAGE BY ARRAY COLLECTIVE

g
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Northern Ireland is home. For me, at least, the union 
is the street that surrounds the house. As a child I 
learned about the four nations. There was no question 
in my mind that my county extended from 
Fermanagh to the Highlands and down to London.  

My country is a patchwork of culture and history. 
Robbie Burns and Charlotte Bronte. John Hewitt and 
Sinead Gleeson. The United Irishmen, miner’s 
marching for their livelihoods, suffragettes throwing 
themselves in front of horses. World War 2 and the 
land war. Then, Empire and Slavery. A list of crimes 
committed in our name. There is pride and horror 
there. Growing up you learn that the two must go 
hand in hand. You can’t have one without the other.  

Plurality is what I’ve always loved about the union. 
The different identities and histories bound up 
together. An awkward squad bound together by law. 
In University friends would tell me they wanted a 
united Ireland. I would look south towards a 
conservative, catholic country without divorce or 
abortion and say no. Northern Ireland was a mess, but 
I would look to Britain and see progress. Britain had 
Labour and the Liberal Democrats. The country of the 
NHS, the welfare state and public housing.  They had 
abortion rights and equal marriage.  

In his 1995 essay, ‘The Idea of the Union,’ Arthur 
Aughey addresses this facet of unionism. “The idea of 
the Union is the willing community of citizens united 
not by creed, colour or ethnicity but by a recognition 
of the authority of the union. Its relevant concept is 
citizenship, not nation.” Citizenship, Aughey writes, 
“embraces different nations, different religions, 
different colours as equal citizens.”  

Was the above ever implemented in practice?  A 
debate for another day. My unionism never came from 
Carson and Craig. I know many others are the same. 
They are pro union because the union speaks to their 
identity and their values. 

Aughey’s essay is republished in a new book entitled, 
‘The Idea of the Union: Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland.’ Edited by John Wilson Foster and William 
Beattie Smith, the book blurb states that it is, ‘a 

Living in a holding 
pattern   
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.  
 
  
The Idea of the Union 
edited by John Wilson Foster and  
William Beattie Smith   
Belcouver Press £12.99, pp 424  
ISBN 978-0-9935607-2-9 
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manifesto in favour of the constitutional link between 
Northern Ireland and Great Britain.’ It contains essays 
from Ray Basset, Owen Polley, Ben Lowry and 
Daphne Trimble, one of only two women 
contributors.   

It’s here that I declare my interest: I was asked to 
write for the book. I declined.  

I’m a lefty, feminist, unionist on the Lundy 
spectrum. Upon seeing the list of (mainly) 
conservative, right leaning writers, I concluded that it 
wasn’t for me.  I had concerns about the essay titles 
and their contents. The editors were very 
understanding when I explained my reasons why.   

So, what I say next, I say with respect to the editors 
and contributors. We are at opposite ends of the 
political spectrum, but they are entitled to their views. 

I made the right decision. This book has some good 
chapters but it made me so exasperated that I had to 
put it down. Much has been made about the fact that 
most of the contributors are men. If women had 
written this book I would still be sitting now, as I 
write, with my head in my hands.  

“Intellectual pessimism,” writes Arthur Aughey 
writes in one of his thoughtful chapters, “is a 
recognisable characteristic of unionist thinking, but it 
must avoid becoming a suicide cult of self-pity.”  
Ironically, this book makes that very mistake. 

The Idea of the Union covers a very narrow and 
specific brand of traditional unionism. There are 
thoughtful chapters about making the union and 
Northern Ireland more inclusive, but most of the book 
addresses nationalist narratives. There are chapters 
about legacy. There are calls for the Protocol to be 
abolished. Some address Britain’s long history of 
betraying unionists.  The tone is pessimistic and angry.  

Who is this book for? If it’s for other unionists, we’re 
not having the conversation we should be having. If 
its intent is to persuade people to vote for the union, 
we are in trouble 

‘We’re against nationalism,’ is not a viable strategy 
to keep Northern Ireland in the union. Why are 
people focused on the narrative war when the NHS 
in Northern Ireland is collapsing? That’s how you lose 

a border poll. The threat to the union sits in Downing 
Street, not in Stormont.  

Campaign groups pushing for a united Ireland are 
not focused on nationalist/republican narratives. They 
are selling the idea of a, ‘New Ireland.’ A better Ireland 
that represents liberal, inclusive ideals.  Their hashtags 
are #daretodream and #sharedisland. They are selling 
an escape. A ticket out of Boris Johnson’s United 
Kingdom.  

One can’t be idealistic about the south. Fianna Fail, 
Fine Gael and Sinn Fein. No statutory sick pay but 
Google pays no tax. And yet, campaigners for a united 
Ireland are selling the prospect of hope. Nicola 
Sturgeon is doing the same in Scotland. I look at my 
generation, angry, frustrated, fuck the DUP-ed and I 
worry that they will take the out.  

In my day job, I work with people suffering under 
austerity. People weep when they tell you that they 
haven’t eaten in days. They get angry when they tell 
you how they’re sleeping in their car, how their 
children are suicidal because they don’t have a home.  

The Tories play games with our rights. They talk of 
withdrawing from the European Convention. As I 
write this the House of Commons has just passed the 
Nationality and Borders Bill, giving the government 
power to strip British citizenship from dual nationals 
without notice. It is a racist Bill. People of colour will 
bear the brunt of its impact. It does, however, affect 
most people in Northern Ireland as we are entitled to 
Irish citizenship.  

In, The Idea of the Union, the contributors talk 
about the importance of equal citizenship in the 
union. This isn’t it. And yet, I look down the list of 
MPs who voted for the Bill and there they are, the 
unionist MPs. Mice voting for mouse traps. 

We are in a moment. A friend described the 
referendum as being like a jolt in her sleep. Who are 
we in this new era? What are we? What do we stand 
for?  

We aren’t on a trajectory towards a united Ireland. 
We are in a holding pattern. The growth of the middle 
ground is not only a realignment of values and identity 
but an expression of anger. A race for something 
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The era of soldier-worship 
Aaron Edwards 

Dr Aaron Edwards is author of The Northern Ireland 
Troubles: Operation Banner, 1969–2007 and War:  
A Beginner’s Guide, amongst other books. 
  
Veteranhood 
Rage and hope in British ex-military life 

Joe Glenton  
Repeater Books £10.99, pp286   
ISBN 978-1-913462-45-1 

British Army veterans of the Northern Ireland 
Troubles are never far from the headlines these days. 
Whether it’s former soldiers on trial for murder, rallies 
organised to protest their innocence, or, even, the 
political wrangling over the government’s plans to 
introduce an amnesty, veterans seem to have moved 
centre stage in an acrimonious public drama. 

different, something better in this new era. The jolt in 
the night, the feeling of falling. For my generation 
peace is not just enough. We want a better society, a 
better economy and a better future.  

In his chapter, William Neill writes that, “The 
competitive offer of a secular, plural and prosperous 
Europhile Republic of Ireland is a strong one. The 
counteroffer must be courtesy, due recognition of 
cultural difference and reasonableness and 
compromise…”  

Mike Nesbitt, too, correctly acknowledges that 
unionism must make Northern Ireland an inclusive 
place for all, including nationalism. The hand must 
be reached out, not withdrawn. “Agreeing a vision and 
a dynamic for all our people changes the dynamic. If 
the vision becomes the aim, then the constitutional 
status of Northern Ireland becomes the strategy.”  This 
book should have been filled with more voices echoing 
his call.  

Everything is possible and nothing is forever. The 
Tories won’t be in government for the rest of time. 
There is no guarantee that the south won’t vote in a 
similar bunch of right-wing populists. And yet, it 
seems that some people have lost hope in the union 
and Northern Ireland. They no longer see a light at 
the end of the tunnel.  

Facts, unionists think, will save the day. They are 
right, but we are forgetting about emotion. I 
remember my family member, who voted Leave, 
telling me that he would like the system to come 
crumbling down. Most unionists voted the same way. 
They should know better.  

Unionists can’t win a border poll by fighting the 
battles of the past. They must challenge the British 
government and come forward with an inclusive, 
vision for Northern Ireland and the union. They must 
sell the union and, most importantly, hope for the 
future. After reading this book, I fear some aren’t up 
to the task.  

 The idea of the union. People are watching and 
waiting. They dream too. Somebody needs to give 
them something solid to hold on to. g
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It is estimated that 250,000–300,000 troops served 
during the ‘Troubles’ between 1969 and 2007. 
Codenamed Operation Banner, this remains one of 
the military’s longest deployments in modern history. 
Despite its length, Op Banner never really held the 
same sentimental afterglow of nostalgia as the First 
World War or Second World War. Even the 10-week-
long Falklands War has a privileged place in the UK’s 
collective consciousness. 

In recent years, remembrance of Op Banner has 
proven somewhat bruising for ex-soldiers who, in the 
words of former Tory Veterans Minister Johnny 
Mercer, want nothing more than to see the end of the 
days when ‘lawyers rewriting history in order to line 
their own pockets and run amok in lawfare come to 
an end.’ 

Perhaps it is no surprise that some veterans have 
mobilised politically to lobby the British Government 
to stand up for them amidst the unresolved legacy of 
the Troubles. While it would be so easy to dismiss 
them as some kind of 21st Century Freikorps, this 
would be to do a disservice to veterans who are much 
more politically diverse than the 
stereotype suggests. 

Joe Glenton is a left-wing veteran who 
served six years in the Royal Logistics 
Corps. He deployed on a tour of duty in 
Afghanistan and later refused to deploy 
on a second, going AWOL, a decision 
that landed him in the Army’s prison at 
Colchester on a 9-month sentence. One 
of his comrades described his service as 
“short, shite and mutinous,” a label he 
seems to relish. He was less a conscientious objector 
and more a ‘mutineer without any organising skills.’ 

Glenton’s new book Veteranhood is a fascinating 
insight into the diverse political reality of ex-military 
life. It groups veterans under three general headings – 
the right wing, or what he calls ‘Blazers’, a ‘kind of 
conservative anarchism’; the middle ground, and the 
left and liberal veterans, including those who take an 
increasingly critical and/or anti-war position under the 
banner of Veterans for Peace. This suggests a complex 

picture beneath the misplaced ‘idea that ex-military 
equals reactionary.’ 

It is certainly true that any kind of radical potential 
is muzzled upon joining the military. Soldiers 
subordinate their individual identity to that of the 
group for as long as they remain in ‘the Mob’. They 
became subject to what are known as Queen’s 
Regulations, rules that stipulate how you should avoid 
party politics and forgo any involvement in radical 
agitation that may undermine the establishment, 
amongst other things. 

At their Attestation, recruits swear an oath of loyalty 
to the Queen and agree to accept orders from the 
Crown, her heirs and successors and her 
commissioned generals and officers. Unsurprisingly, 
as Glenton argues in Veteranhood, the British military 
is ‘at the very least, a hyper-conservative organisation,’ 
that privileges ideas ‘recognisably of the right: 
submission, obedience, unaccountable power, 
nationalism,’ yet, beneath such jingoistic trappings is 
a ‘long, proud and continuing tradition of dissent and 
rebellion in the ranks.’ 

In order to support his argument, 
Glenton applies a materialistic lens to help 
us understand military service. He scoffs 
at class tourists who he encountered in the 
left who held a ‘condescending 
essentialism about military people,’ a 
dislike of soldiery, he argues, which was 
‘just an extension of their general revulsion 
for working-class people.’ 

There is a long tradition of committed 
socialists writing about the military. 

Although Karl Marx had little to say about military 
matters, his co-author Friederich Engels had served in 
the Prussian Household Artillery and, consequently, 
had a much more impressive grasp of the composition, 
purpose and violent potential of armies. In one of his 
more insightful investigations of the British Army, 
which appeared in Allgemeine Militär-Zeitung in 1863, 
Engels observed how, ‘As proud as the Englishman is 
of his army as a whole, he is equally contemptuous of 
the individual common soldier.’ 

Friedrich Engels



Lilburne and the Levellers who helped to politicise the 
New Model Army in 1647. The Levellers appearance 
at the famous Putney Debates in the same year had a 
catalysing effect, ushering in ideas of democracy and 
‘freeborn’ rights that we take for granted today. 

Glenton’s potted history of the radical potential of 
those who have served in military uniform helps 
challenge stereotypes of a ‘single block of psychopathic 
killers any more than they are Bolsheviks in waiting,’ 
despite being submerged ‘under the weight of 
bourgeois ideology, fairytale conservative history 

syllabuses, military discipline, 
professionalism and Ministry of 
Defence PR.’ 

Like Glenton, I have met veterans 
with widely varying political outlooks. 
A close relative who joined the army 
in the wake of 9/11 went on to serve 
two tours of Iraq. I recall him writing 
to me from Iraq in August 2006. ‘In 
Basra city the people hate you… In the 
countryside though the people… 

love you.’ He remarked how the ‘kids were playing on 
rubbish tips with no shoes on,’ later telling me he felt 
an affinity with the people ‘who had nothing but who 
would give you half of it.’ Since leaving the Army he, 
like Glenton, has become active in left-wing politics, 
joining the Labour Party when Jeremy Corbyn was 
leader. 

Another veteran I know is very much of the 
conservative-anarchic tradition. He has whipped up 
crowds outside Parliament on several occasions, 
chastising the government for its lack of legal 
protections for Northern Ireland veterans. On the 
surface he is most discernibly an angry ‘Blazer’ but, 
beneath this public persona he is a thoughtful writer, 
a poet, a graduate, a family man and an all-round good 
guy who has taught me a lot about the world. 

Veteranhood has helped me understand why these 
veterans have been politicised but, perhaps more 
significantly, it has forced me to look beneath the 
stereotype and search for the untapped radical 
potential inside all of them. 
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Engels was generally sceptical of the role of standing 
armies, believing they served the interests of ruling 
classes. For Engels, the vast majority of soldiers were 
recruited from ‘an admixture of low and rough 
elements,’ almost ‘exclusively in Great Britain and 
Ireland,’ including the ‘rough, wild lads from the dregs 
of the big cities.’ Perceptively, he wrote, the ‘entire 
structure is carefully guarded against view from the 
outside, so that the soldier may be kept under 
maximum control and separated from civilians.’ 

To be sure, there is also a rich tradition within Irish 
left-wing politics of maintaining a 
healthy scepticism of armies, given the 
British Army’s long years of being 
garrisoned on the island. The 
revolutionary socialist leader James 
Connolly served for seven years in the 
Royal Scots, undertaking much of his 
service in Ireland. In an article entitled 
‘Soldiers to the Queen’, published in 
the Worker’s Republic in 1899, he came 
to ‘the grim and ugly fact that the 
British Army in Ireland has only one reason for 
existence – that reason being the desire of the 
governing and oppressing classes to possess ready for 
use a body of highly disciplined armed men, who… 
can be relied upon to proceed without asking 
questions to cut the throat of, or otherwise destroy, 
every man so aspiring to freedom.’ 

Like Engels, Connolly saw soldiers as little more 
than ‘a body of hired assassins’ who in exchange for 
regular pay would take the life of ‘any person, be it 
man, woman or child, whom our rulers desire to get 
rid of.’ 

Glenton does not see soldiers in quite the same way. 
He has a much more nuanced and empathetic view of 
the ordinary British squaddie, who, in Rudyard 
Kipling’s Tommy Atkins is treated with disdain until 
there was ‘trouble in the wind’ and the ‘drums begin 
to roll.’ 

Glenton is a self-professed ‘critical veteran’ who 
traces his own line of dissent and rebellion to the 
historical example of Lieutenant Colonel John g

James Connolly
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An unstoppable impulse 
towards sanity and decorum 
Sophia Hillan 

Sophia Hillan is a writer and academic , was Associate 
Director of the Institute of Irish Studies, QUB 
1993–2003; recently she has published on Jane Austen’s 
family in Ireland, two novels and a book of short stories. 
  
Kilclief & other essays 

Patricia Craig  
Irish Pages Press £29, pp480   
ISBN 978-1-83820181-4

This is a generous book: generous in size (almost 500 
pages), and in the great range of subjects covered. 
Patricia Craig, in sharing the wide scope of her literary, 
historical and artistic interests, gives a dazzling glimpse 
of her intelligence and her almost encyclopaedic 
knowledge of that wide field. Here, in expert hands, 
the reader will be rewarded by encounters with poets, 
novelists, short-story writers and letter-writers, 
painters and photographers, critics and essayists. 

For all its size, this is no daunting read; a delightful 
liveliness and mischievous wit running through this 
volume provides leavening for the critical rigour the 

works deserve, and the result is an elegant, 
accomplished guided tour of fifty-eight books 
reviewed by Patricia Craig over almost forty years, for 
journals as diverse in their views as The Times Literary 
Supplement, The London Review of Books, The Irish 
Times and The New Statesman. Fifty-eight books 
reviewed, but fifty-nine essays: for the prologue (to 
which I shall later return) gives the whole its title and 
indeed its raison d’être. 

The essays are divided into three broad sections: 
“Red Hands and Dancing Feet” (Ireland); “Pious Girls 
and swearing Fathers” (Women and Children); and 
“Fiddlesticks” (Miscellaneous). The first of these, 
dealing with things variously Irish over the last two 
centuries, makes up approximately half the book’s 
length. Individual writers are examined, starting with 
William Carleton, born in the last days of the 
eighteenth century, living into a time riven with 
political and religious rivalries, yet impelled “towards 
social criticism rather than bigotry”. Along the way, 
we’re invited to consider J.M. Synge’s oddly unlyrical 
letters, in which  “his descriptive gift is exhibited very 
sparingly”; Ciaran Carson’s ease of step “between myth 
and reality”; and Brendan Behan’s wit, charm and 
unstoppable impulse towards self-destruction. With 
John Hewitt, Elizabeth Bowen and Hubert Butler, she 
finds and places great value on voices of “sanity and 
decorum”. When she looks at what was in 1986 
contemporary Irish poetry, she notes with approval 
those able to withstand the “lure of chauvinistic 
restriction”; and in Frank Ormsby’s A Rage for Order 
she sees “ a degree of order” within the literary sphere 
unlikely to be matched in its political counterpart. She 
welcomes, on balance, the notoriously belated Field 
Day Anthology (of women writers). On the other hand, 
she is not afraid to hand out censure: one heavy-
handed literary critic is described as behaving “like a 
demented lepidoptorist making an assault on a shaft 
of sunlight”.  

Such light-hearted asides run through this volume, 
often when least expected, as when she finishes her 
cool assessment of Somerville and Ross by reminding 
the reader of Edith Somerville’s ability, right to the end 
of her long life, to make an impact, “turning up at a 
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wedding wearing a stuffed seagull on her head”. This 
tendency emerges most markedly when she turns to 
her second and third sections. She is as much at home 
with Billy Bunter of Greyfriars School as she is with 
the adult Bunter, elevated by later authors to positions 
of unlikely power, not least in espionage. Patricia 
Craig, however, knows his character well enough to 
point out the ways in which those updaters have 
missed the point. This she can do because she is as well 
read in twentieth-century espionage as she in children’s 
literature, and indeed in crime fiction and 
contemporary literary fiction, all of which she 
considers worthy of serious scholarly examination. If 
she thinks Alice Thomas Ellis an author of “light 
worldly novels” who enjoys “poking fun with gusto” 
she also credits her with “looking for the skull beneath 
the skin”. Muriel Spark, Fay Weldon and Jane Gardam 
all come under similar scrutiny. Detective stories and 
ghost stories cause her particular delight, and in the 
case of spy stories, that depth of interest derives not 
least, it seems, from the fact that she once undertook 
the task of ghost writing the  biography of a significant 
female figure in the world of espionage, Joan Miller, 
whose name crops up many times. 

Her obvious delight in exclamations like “Chase me 
round the gasworks, it’s Inspector Meadows!” doesn’t 
mean, for example, that she misses the inexplicable 
exclusion of two important artists— Harold Jones and 
Mabel Lucie Atwell — in a History of Children’s Book 
Illustrations. Moreover, in those same boys’ school 

stories where Inspector Matthews (or the Head) must 
be evaded in a larkish “cave, chaps!” sort of way, she 
notes all the snobbery, the racism, and the  assumption 
that while boys need to be brave and manly to succeed, 
girls need only learn the arts of submission and 
flattery. In considering another work on girls’ fiction, 
she queries the absence of Jane Turpin, Evadne Price’s 
bold and daring scapegrace, every bit as incorrigible 
as the more famous William Brown.   

And then there is “Kilclief ”, the essay which gives 
its title to the collection. It is both an evocation of a 
place she has come to love over the years, and an 
appropriate frame for the book presented here. At the 
heart of the essay, she describes what amounts to 
breaking into an old, crumbling, deserted yet beautiful 
and historic house at Kilclief, with a group of friends 
— all like herself, eminent writers and critics — and 
the sheer enjoyment of the mischief of it all sets the 
tone for this scholarly, yet playful collection of essays. 
I must thank Patricia Craig for her kind references to 
myself, for the house broken into was once occupied 
by Jane Austen’s Irish family, about whom I have 
written, and in writing about Michael McLaverty, 
about whom I have also written, she generously 
acknowledges that we have not always entirely agreed 
in our assessments of his work. With this essay, 
however, as with this delightfully informative and 
informed collection, I take no issue. This is a book for 
readers, for those who love books, by a reader and 
writer who so clearly loves them herself. g

Patricia Craig



45 

FORTNIGHT @ 51

books

The endurance of 
memory   
Phil Harrison 
 

Phil Harrison is a novelist and filmmaker.  
He lives in East Belfast.   
 
Seamus Kelters  
Belfast Aurora  
A memoir of a Falls childhood 
1971–1973 
Merrion Press €14.99, pp 176  
ISBN 978-1-78537-414-1 

‘We kill a body,’ wrote Albertine Sarrazin, 
‘more easily than a memory.’  

Seamus Kelters knows this well. Kelters, who died of 
cancer in 2017, is best known for his work on ‘Lost 
Lives’, which exhaustively catalogued every death 
directly related to the recent Troubles (John Scullion, 
shot in 1966, is the first). In ‘Belfast Aurora: A 
Memoir of a Falls Childhood 1971–1973’ he has 
returned to his own life, or a small portion of it, a few 
years in the early, frantic seventies, when he was 
around 10 or 11 years old.  

The book is structured as fifteen short episodes, or 
stories, which Kelters recalls as formative, emotionally 
valenced, and which together give a vivid, personal 
sense of life in Catholic west Belfast at this time. The 
single word chapter titles –‘Camera’, ‘Meat’, ‘Begging’, 
‘Duck’, ‘Shooting’ are terse and simple, and fit a 
journalistic prose style which is largely free of affect 
and serves to bring us into the experience of both 
Kelters and, naturally, his family. Objects or single 
events (in ‘Camera’, for instance, it is an old 
Voigtlander Bessa owned by his father) are used as 
ways into larger scenes and episodes – in this instance 
his father and mother moving to the side of Divis and 
setting up home just as the troubles began to snake 
their whispering way up towards them. This approach 
is effective – I could picture the photo Kelters 
describes his father taking, of his mother in the 
garden, on her knees, weeding among the potato 
plants. Kelters moves seamlessly between the personal 
and the political as though there is no difference. 
Which, of course, there isn’t. Both his grandfather and 
father had scars on their arms – his grandfather’s from 
a police bullet, in 1921, and his father’s from a work 
accident at the Autolite factory, where he worked 
machinery. As Mourid Barghouti wrote: ‘Politics is the 
family at breakfast. Who is there and who is absent 
and why.’ 

Kelters worked as a journalist for many years, at first 
at The Irish News and then at the BBC, and there is a 
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journalists’ eye at work as much as a child’s in both 
the selection of incident and the descriptions. In many 
places there is a lovely cadence and directness in the 
prose. Looking across from the Cavehill, ‘Scotland’s 
mountains laced the horizon in dim outline.’ Of one 
of his first memories of seeing the escalating violence: 
‘The IRA torched big mills on the Falls, turning the 
night sky red with sparks. Orangemen on the march 
passed Ballymurphy. Bands played sectarian songs. 
Soldiers hemmed in incensed residents. They rioted.’ 
The language – dispassionate but expressive – lets us 
see it. In a brilliant moment of irony he recalls: ‘In a 
street near where I was born, from the back of a low 
lorry, a man gave an angry speech, waved a flag of 
green, white and orange, and shouted ‘United Ireland 
or nothing’. The crowd roared. That man, years later, 
would wear ermine in the House of Lords.’ 

I wasn’t born until 1975 – so these memories 
predate any that I could accurately call my own. But 
the contours of them ring true, and reading them 
reminded me of, among all else, the sheer absurdity of 
living here during this time. I remember, as a teenager, 
having a friend visit from England. As we walked to 
my house from the station where I met him he kept 
asking me what the noise was. I just shrugged until, 
eventually, jerking his head upwards he shouted 
‘There!’ He was pointing to an army helicopter. I 
hadn’t heard it – to me, that was just part of the 
background. 

‘Perhaps too much value is assigned to memory, not 
enough to thinking,’ wrote Sontag. ‘Remembering is 
an ethical act, has ethical value in and of itself. 
Memory is, achingly, the only relation we can have 
with the dead.’ Sontag’s suspicion – she even mentions 
the Irish in this regard – is that too much 
remembering embitters. ‘To make peace is to forget. 
To reconcile, it is necessary that memory be faulty and 
limited.’  

Reading this memoir provoked in me the question 
of what Kelters thought he was doing. What, indeed, 
any of us are doing, looking back. The 
Acknowledgements section of the book, which 
appears at the beginning, is long and filled with thanks 
– Kelters, it seems, was grateful for the friendship and 
love of many, and generous, it appears, certainly in 
these pages, in returning it. There is a sense from the 
outset that the book is operating on this plane – as a 
homage, of sorts, to those who made and shaped him. 
Indeed, if there is a weakness here it is perhaps that 
his affections are all clear, and correct, and a little too 
neat. Of his father he writes: ‘For close to half a 
century he worked at the machines of Mackie’s and 
Ford. He was not once late for work in all that time, 
not once; on all those shifts, on any of those nights, 
through gunfire and past bombs, during all those 
Troubles.’ Of his grandmother: ‘For all her addiction 
to the news and her many stories of her youth, never 
did I hear her express a political opinion beyond a ‘tut 
tut’. Her priority only was family and their 
protection.’ I have no cause to doubt the general shape 
of these pronouncements, but they seem to withhold 
as much as they reveal. Sarah Sentilles notes that ‘The 
act of remembering alters the memory itself. The more 
often you remember something, the less accurate it 
becomes.’ Memory, in this sense, can be less our access 
to the past than the way we protect ourselves from it. 

‘When we hurt,’ the Polish poet Czesław Miłosz 
wrote, ‘we return to the banks of certain rivers.’ I have 
found this to be true in my own life. He also wrote: 
‘It is possible that there is no other memory but the 
memory of wounds.’ Whatever other purposes are at 
work, Kelters’ gift in this book might be simply to 
remind us that wounds, given time, become scars, and 
scars are what make us human. g
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An unflinching view of 
intergenerational 
trauma   
Claire Mitchell 
 

Claire Mitchell is a writer based in Belfast A former 
sociologist at QUB, she continues to publish stories 
about politics and everyday life. Author of two 
books on religion and politics and a wide range of 
journalism, essays and prose.  
 
Gladys Ganiel and Jamie Johannis 
Considering Grace  
Presbyterians and the Troubles 
Merrion Press €16.95, pp 278  
ISBN 978-1-78537-289-6 

Considering Grace is a gritty and poignant 
exploration of how the Presbyterian Church in Ireland 
tried – and often failed – to hold their people together 
during the Troubles. It is a story of two ecosystems – 

a church suffering unbearable pain, and a church 
taking risks to build peace. Intertwined and in tension 
with one another. The two parts of the whole held 
together by faith and community, but also by 
omission. An awkward silence on a violence that was 
impossible to bear.  

The book is based on interviews with 120 
Presbyterians from border counties in Ireland, north 
and south. This borderlands location is a somber 
backdrop to each story. Every interviewee had family 
members or colleagues killed during the Troubles. 
Many lost parents or children. As a result, the book is 
a brutal and unflinching account of intergenerational 
trauma. Ganiel and Yohanis unravel how this trauma 
played out in various people’s lives – Presbyterian 
ministers, victims, members of the security forces, 
loyalist ex-combatants, those impacted by loyalist 
violence, emergency responders, peacemakers and 
politicians.  

Nearly every interviewee talks about their 
experiences as vivid and ongoing. Ganiel and Yohanis’ 
writing does well to communicate this visceral quality 
to the reader. For example, they introduce Neil – a 
member of the security forces left in crippling pain 
after he was shot. He can no longer sit on a hard 
church pew. Neil does not feel that the Troubles are 
over. Gladys and Yohanis write how Neil points to his 
own heart – “[t]he Troubles are in here.” 

A pattern that repeats across nearly every story is 
‘she neither expected nor received counselling.’ 
Reading today, it is staggering how far people were left 
to privately deal with their losses. Many leaned heavily 
into their faith. Using prayer to cope. Bible passages 
to make sense of things. They were supported through 
the community of church and their ministers’ pastoral 
care. For others, faith was a complicated proposition 
to their pain. There was anger with God and loss of 
belief. They could not love their enemies nor forgive 
them. Others again described their faith as easing the 
desire for retaliation. It stopped them from joining 
loyalist paramilitary organisations. Interviewees felt 
that God would deal with their perpetrators, and this 
eased them a little.  

The accounts of Presbyterian ministers as ‘first 
responders’ are striking. From identifying bodies, 
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sitting with grieving families night and day, mediating 
physical violence, to making public responses to the 
conflict – all of these became the job of ministers, who 
had perhaps joined the clergy envisaging a very 
different kind of life. Some clergy faced physical 
threats and some were exiled. Most were just 
exhausted. One church had a contract with local 
glaziers to come in every Monday to fix the windows 
that had been broken at the weekend. Such was the 
level of normalcy of this deeply abnormal situation. 
The emotional toll of the work was relentless.  

And it was against this backdrop that those who 
tried to forge peace and reconciliation within the 
church had to operate. The book details a lot of cross-
community co-operation in individual church 
settings. ‘Peace agents’ pop up throughout the pages, 
ordinary Presbyterian members who were charged 
with forging relationships with Catholics on the 
ground. Ground-breaking organisations, such as 
ECONI and Corrymeela, make regular appearances. 
As well as the many clergy who quite literally put their 
lives on the line, preaching about peace, meeting with 
republicans, challenging ‘For God and Ulster’ 
narratives, and mediating around contentious parades. 
But most of this work went on under the radar. It was 
not in church bulletins. It was too upsetting for 
victims. Too dangerous for the people involved. 

There are times in the book when the historical 
spirit of Presbyterian radicalism bursts forth. This is 
not expressed in constitutional politics, which the 
modern PCI has steered clear of. Instead it emerges as 
ecumenism, peace-building, going out of one’s way to 
be in relationship with Catholics. This is radical in a 
different way from the Dissenters of the past. But no 
less progressive in the context of the Troubles. A senior 
church figure, Lynda Gould, asks at one point, ‘who 
are the keepers of the story of the common good 
within Presbyterianism?’ And I suspect that the answer 
is that Lynda herself, and the other quiet peacemakers 
featured in the book, are the keepers of this story. 

Considering Grace is a deeply humane book. Stories 
are told plainly and factually. There is just enough 
detail to grasp the depth of the interviewees’ trauma, 
without invading their privacy. Regardless of readers’ 
political persuasion, it would be impossible to be 

unmoved by their collective lament. The Presbyterian 
Church did not have a settled voice during the 
Troubles. It has been criticised for going too far with 
peace-building and not going nearly far enough. 

Should it have done more to build peace? 
Unquestionably the answer to this is yes. The book 
supports John Brewer’s view that the church often 
stood back and left it to mavericks to forge 
relationships with Catholics, nationalists and 
republicans. It did not fully support the work. And so, 
while the Presbyterian Church tried to absorb the pain 
of its members during the Troubles, it did not do 
enough to transform it.  

However, as Ganiel and Yohanis reflect, this may 
have been too much to ask - particularly from the 
victims of violence. Some victims could and did 
engage in peace building work. But it made many feel 
hurt and abandoned to see the church reach out in 
this way. This tension remains unresolved - and the 
book is explicit in allowing space for that friction. 
Letting stories of pain sit beside stories of peace 
activism, knowing that the two may never be 
reconciled. 

The question now is what the church might learn 
from its experiences? The struggles the current Church 
faces are very different from during the Troubles. It 
has declining numbers and has been undergoing a 
conservative turn. It is a place where women clergy 
often feel undermined. It seems not to know how to 
love its LGBTQ+ members. But it is a broad church. 
It has always been big enough to include both keepers 
of the radical story of Presbyterianism, and those who 
crave traditional theology. But can the modern church 
hold these in balance?  

The book offers no comment on this. Other than a 
call for the Church to acknowledge the suffering of its 
people and to be self-critical. The fact that the PCI 
commissioned this book themselves, and were 
prepared to look their congregations’ pain in the eye, 
is itself a sign that this hard work is conceivable. And, 
of course, as the book invites, the Church must 
‘consider grace.’ A task which is ‘difficult, but humanly 
possible.’ This may be as good a map for the future as 
any. g
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Time passing 
 
And if you feel sad about time passing 
Perhaps it is only because 
We have eternal in our being and 
Mistake this for the feeling that 
Everything will stay the same. 
 
Always and forever it will, 
But not in the way we sometimes hoped 
Without knowing we hoped. 
Everything will turn 
Everyone will go 
 
But know 
 
The wood pigeon will always call, 
See wind through branch unceasing, 
The forever move of water 
tumble and the fall 
Of cloud and river, sea and sand – 
These we cannot control 
And neither is time leaking through your hand. 
It is not contained, there is no hourglass. 
And all that we have mis-framed and mis-understood 
Has us railing at the failings but 
Time has its own ineffable solidity 
An atmosphere of all we think is past and present, 
Future tense. 
You move through it; 
It shapes you. 
 

Thinking 
 
If it is possible to confound 
The idea that our minds are 
Forever caught within 
A structure boundaried by 
Other peoples’ thoughts, 
Then I would like to suggest  
This: 
There is a way to 
Zoom out and out and out 
Beyond the internal 
Cat-and-mouse 
Prosaic imaginings 
In relation to. 
    (You know: 
What should be or 
What isn’t and  
What I am and 
What I am not 
According to a few.) 
The individual mind is like 
One pin point of a light 
In a galaxy that has all 
Of space and time, 
Dark matter and black holes 
Moons unfound and  
Comet-silence and 
It is sometimes seen from Earth 
And sometimes not. 
This is as far as I have got 
But I will experiment with tryig 
And see what it is in this way 
To be free. 

Poems 

Clare Dwyer Hogg




