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COVER: Map of essential connections 

Restoring the essential connections 
 
The Tory government under Boris Johnson has 
disrupted all the essential connections and 
relationships that underpin the Good Friday 
settlement. 

Brexit led to the need for a border of some kind 
between the United Kingdom and the European 
Union. The hard Brexit that Boris Johnson chose to 
pursue, instead of one based on flexible alignment of 
standards and tariffs, led inevitably to the need for a 
Northern Ireland Protocol. The terms that Boris signed 
up to as a triumph have led to a hard border down 
the Irish Sea and continuing disruption of some 
supplies from Great Britain to Northern Ireland – and 
also opportunities for some Northern Ireland 
businesses to profit from their dual trading status 
within both the UK and the EU. 

The decision of the UK government to attempt to 
rewrite the Protocol instead of negotiating a 
reasonable compromise has in its turn led to a 
standoff between the UK and the EU, and also to a 
serious deterioration in the relationship with the Irish 
Republic on which the North/South and Shared Island 
elements of the Good Friday settlement depend. It 
has also led to the suspension of the  Executive and a 
general paralysis of much needed reforms in our 
health service and urgent action to alleviate the cost 
of living crisis. 

This is a fine mess. In this issue we have asked some 
unaligned political and economic practitioners to 
suggest how these disruptions in trade, governance 
and diplomatic relations might first be alleviated and 
then restored to something like they were before 
Boris and his supporters took over. This will take time. 
Any changes to the principles of the Good Friday 
settlement – which must be carefully distinguished 
from the precise structures established under it – 
should be developed by the British and Irish 
governments in discussion with all those directly 
affected. But those structures like the long drawn out 
peace process that preceded them are not set in 
stone. The interlocking institutions must be updated 
to take account of emerging changes in political 
affiliations and aspirations and in trading 
relationships and practices. But as with the peace 
process non-negotiable principles and quick fixes are 
to be avoided if at all possible.

ISSN (print) 0141-7762 
ISSN (online) 2752-6445
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Time for Change? 
Feargal Cochrane 

 
Feargal Cochrane is Emeritus Professor and Senior Research Fellow in the Conflict Analysis  
Research Centre, University of Kent. His latest book Northern Ireland: The Fragile Peace was 
published by Yale University Press in May 2021. 

Firstly, the DUP refusal to nominate a deputy First 
Minister or elect a new Speaker, has left Northern 
Ireland without an Assembly and with only a 
caretaker Executive. The case that the devolved 
institutions are dysfunctional and brittle is self-
evident, as it was from 2017–2020 when Sinn Fein’s 
Martin McGuinness resigned as deputy First 
Minister and before that from 2002–2007 when the 
institutions were again suspended. In fact the 
Executive has been suspended for nearly 40% of its 
entire existence since first created in 1999. When 
the devolved institutions have managed to operate, 
they have been defined as much by their inadequacy 
as by their record of effective governance.  

The second reason that calls for reform have 
intensified since 5th May is due to the electoral 
success of the Alliance Party, more than doubling 

its seats from 8 to 17 and becoming the third largest 
party in the Assembly after Sinn Fein and the DUP. 
It is reasonable to suggest that this is a sustained rise 
that is likely to endure, rather than an electoral blip. 
The election outcome was paralleled by the most 
recent NI Life and Times Survey results1 published  
on 22nd May, which reinforced evidence that there 
are now three dominant blocs in the electorate, with 
the non-aligned being the largest. Those defining 
themselves as ‘neither’ unionist nor nationalist were 
the largest group at 37%, which broadly maps onto 
the growth of the non-aligned vote. This poses a 
challenge to the current ‘two communities’ model 
of power sharing, manifested in the Good Friday 

As the dust settles on the 5th May Assembly 
Election calls for change to Northern Ireland’s 
devolved institutions have grown louder for two 
general reasons.
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Son of Protagoras is a mural rich in symbolism painted by the famous 
French Graffiti artist MTO in 2014. The crouching figure holds a dove 
of peace, killed by two arrows bearing Catholic and Protestant insignia. 
The Son of Protagoras is strategically positioned in Talbot Street 
between St Anne’s Cathedral and the Northern Ireland War Memorial. 
It is an image of resistance not fear.
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Agreement (GFA) itself, where the non-aligned 
‘Others’ do not have the same rights as 
those who designate as either Unionist or 
Nationalist. Designation remains a 
functional but crude mechanism to 
facilitate a system of cross community 
votes and safeguards within the political 
institutions. However, with Alliance now 
the third largest party in the Assembly this 
system looks increasingly unsustainable.  

Replacing the ‘Ugly 
Scaffolding’?  

We are now faced with two key questions: First, do 
we want to try to reshape what former SDLP leader 
Mark Durkan called the ‘ugly scaffolding’ of the 
GFA in a speech he gave in 2008 at the British Irish 
Association in Oxford on the 10th anniversary of 
the Agreement? ‘If we are serious about a truly 
shared future then we have to allow for truly shared 
politics where parties can – and have to – appeal 
across the traditional divides.’2 Second, if we can 
agree to at least explore change, what reforms might 
be envisaged that could encompass the non-aligned 
in a way that makes the devolved institutions more 
robust and representative?  

The good news is that both the Assembly and the 
Executive have already demonstrated their capacity 
for change in ways that have not proved overly 
traumatic for the parties or wider electorate. The 
Office of First Minister and Deputy First Minister 
(OFMDFM) was rebadged as the Executive Office 
in 2016 as a result of the Fresh Start Agreement, 
while the Assembly was reduced in size and the 
departments condensed from twelve down to nine. 
Legislation has also been introduced to recognise an 
official opposition within the Assembly. Less 
positively, we lost the Civic Forum, originally 
conceived as being integral to the GFA but which 
got pushed into grass that was so long it got 
forgotten about. So the institutions have been 
evolving over time and are likely to continue doing 
so.   

In addition to these changes, the parties in the 
Assembly have also been exposed to various ideas 

for reform through the work of the Assembly & 
Executive Review Committee (AERC). 
During the last mandate the work 
programme of the AERC identified 
community designation and the election 
of the First and deputy First Ministers as 
a primary strategic priority. This article is 
based on a submission to the AERC by a 
team from the University of Kent and 
University of Essex in which we looked at 
how the Assembly and Executive might 
better reflect the changing profile of the 
electorate while retaining existing power-

sharing safeguards within the GFA.3 

Four Ideas for Reform  

Our submission to the AERC identified four 
interrelated reforms with the potential to make 
devolved government more robust and effective, 
while increasing the incentives for political co-
operation.  

1 Rename First/deputy First Minister positions 
as Joint First Ministers 

2 Move from individual designation of MLAs to 
a system of weighted majorities for key votes 
and switch to a system of party designation for 
appointment of Joint First Ministers 

3 Expand the Executive Office to three Joint 
First Ministers, opening it to the ‘Other’ 
designation.  

4 Move the Justice Ministry into the normal 
d’Hondt process for ministerial appointments.  

 
Firstly we suggest that a transition away from First 
and deputy First Minister to Joint First Ministers 
(JFM) is long overdue. At the purely symbolic level, 
rebadging FM/dFM as Joint First Ministers would 
recognise that the roles are held jointly and based 
on equality and partnership. At the launch of the 
Alliance Party’s election manifesto, which supported 
this move, Naomi Long said; ‘It is a co-equal office, 
with co-equal partners in government. It is time 
that was reflected in the title’.4  

… there are 
now three 

dominant blocs 
in the 

electorate, with 
the non-aligned 

being the 
largest.
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Secondly, we argue that more thought could be 
given to a move away from designation for 
individual MLAs (Unionist/Nationalist/Other), 
towards a weighted majority vote (of 
65%) for key legislation. In practice this 
would mean that key votes on legislation 
in the Assembly would be decoupled 
from binary community identities. It 
would also give equal rights to all MLAs 
in the Assembly, regardless of their 
designation, addressing an increasingly 
glaring democratic anomaly in the 
current system. The move to a weighted 
majority for key votes could promote 
coalition building between parties on an 
issue by issue basis which might also 
build more flex into party relationships within the 
Assembly. We do however, propose that designation 
is retained for political parties in the Assembly for 
the specific purpose of appointing Joint First 
Ministers to an expanded Executive Office.  

Expanding the Executive Office       

Our third idea relates to whether the Executive 
Office could accommodate all three blocs within an 
expanded three person Executive Office and Joint 
First Ministerial Team. This would open up the 
Executive Office to the non-aligned bloc and would 
mean Joint First Ministers (JFM) composed of the 
largest nationalist party in the Assembly as well as 
the largest unionist party and the largest party of 
the non-aligned designation. It should not matter 
which of these parties have the most seats in the 
Assembly and responsibility would be shared 
equally across all three. A JFM team of three would 
be more representative of the electorate in Northern 
Ireland and might also energise that constituency 
who currently feel the devolved institutions are 
failing to reflect their identity.  

There may (as now) be issues relating to what 
happens if one of the three JFMs resigns – but these 
are not insurmountable challenges. The most 

straightforward option would be that as 
now, when one member of the Executive 
Office resigns then the others also have to 
stand down. However, given the current 
(and previous) periods of suspension of 
the devolved institutions, it might also be 
possible to build in a default mechanism, 
where a party that chooses not to 
nominate could be replaced by the next 
largest party of the same designation (if 
sufficiently represented in the Assembly) 
– or even that the Executive Office would 
be able to continue with two out of the 

three designations if one chooses not to participate. 
The point here would be to incentivise parties in all 
three designations to participate in the institutions 
and to effectively remove unilateral vetoes from 
individual parties.  

This would obviously move the Executive Office 
away from the binary nationalist/unionist axis and 
provide representation to the large (and arguably 
alienated) section of the electorate.  Some will see 
this as unreasonable, potentially providing a non-
aligned party with a role that is not deserved due to 
its potentially smaller size in the Assembly. Others 
might see it as being more reflective of the political 
alignment within the electorate and a means of 
future-proofing the Executive Office, while at the 
same time not excluding EITHER the largest 
unionist or nationalist designations as could be the 
result of other potential reforms. This might also 
have a mediating effect, reducing the sense of the 
Executive Office being an adversarial tug of war 
between unionism and nationalism. 

In fact the 
Executive has 

been suspended 
for nearly 40% 

of its entire 
existence since 
first created in 

1999. 
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Normalising Justice  

Finally, as there is a potential for disproportionate 
reward to be built-in if a non-aligned party is 
included in the JFM Office, this could be countered 
by changing the process of appointing the Justice 
Ministry – which currently goes to a non-
aligned minister by default. Under the 
existing rules the Justice Minister is 
nominated in advance of the other 
ministerial posts and the candidate then 
has to be approved by a cross-community 
vote in the Assembly. After this parties can 
nominate to the ministerial portfolios in 
turn using the d’Hondt formula, 
depending on the number of seats they 
have in the Assembly. As parties can pick 
any portfolio under this process when it is 
their turn to nominate, Justice has been 
deemed to be a ‘special case’ due to the 
sensitivities associated with that office concerning 
policing and the criminal justice system. Put more 
bluntly, the DUP is not prepared to risk Sinn Fein 
picking the Justice portfolio under the d’Hondt 
process so alternative arrangements have been 

required. When Alliance Party leader Naomi Long 
was proposed as Justice Minister after the devolved 
institutions were restored in January 2020, Sinn 
Fein’s Conor Murphy spoke in support of her 
nomination, but suggested that ‘the post no longer 

needs this type of procedure and that the 
allocation of the Department of Justice 
should be done alongside the normal 
running of d’Hondt for all the other 
Departments.’5 Arguably, placing the 
Justice ministry within the d’Hondt 
process for the nomination of other 
ministerial posts would further 
‘normalise’ the political system. 

Contemplating change is rarely easy 
and the introduction of any reform in the 
areas outlined above needs to be carefully 
timed and negotiated with the support of 
all major parties in the Assembly. Despite 
everything, the post GFA institutions 

remain popular with public opinion –but without 
embracing change that replaces some of the ‘ugly 
scaffolding’, power-sharing as we know it in 
Northern Ireland is unlikely to survive.  

1 Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey, 22 May 2022,  
https://www.ark.ac.uk/ARK/nilt/ 

2 https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/issues/politics/docs/sdlp/md050908.htm 
3 The research was undertaken by Professor Feargal Cochrane, Dr Thibaud 

Bodson, Professor Neophytos Loizides, Dr Edward Morgan-Jones, Dr Raluca 
Popp (University of Kent) & Dr Laura Sudulich, (University of Essex) Our 
full submission (& other submissions) is available in the AERC’s Legacy 
Report 2017–2022. http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-
business/committees/2017-2022/assembly-and-executive-review-committee/l
egacy-report-2017---2022-associated-documents-and-papers/ 

… the allocation 
of the post of 

Department of 
Justice should 

be done 
alongside the 

normal running 
of d’Hondt for 

all the other 
departments. 

4 https://www.irishnews.com/news/assemblyelection/2022/04/28/news/ 
alliance-pledges-stormont-reform-in-a-wide-ranging-and-weighty-manifesto-
2654002/ 

5 http://data.niassembly.gov.uk/HansardXml/plenary-11-01-2020.pdf
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For the next quarter century: 
a project of reconciliation 
Robin Wilson 
 
Dr Robin Wilson is editor-in-chief of Social Europe and author of The Northern Ireland Experience of Conflict 
and Agreement: A Model for Export? (Manchester University Press) and Meeting the Challenge of Cultural 
Diversity in Europe: Moving Beyond the Crisis (Edward Elgar).

As the 25th anniversary of the Belfast agreement 
hoves into view in under a year’s time, much about it 
has become clearer with the perspective of hindsight. 
In particular, those who crafted it were limited in their 
historical and international understanding—and so 
did not realise that what to them was the only possible 
outcome was in fact a decidedly suboptimal choice.

First and foremost, it has never been recognised 
that the agreement embodies what has come to be 
known as the ‘multiculturalist’ model for the 
management of cultural diversity. While this has 
now gone out of fashion, it was developed by Britain 
(as also the Netherlands) as a result of its colonial 
past. It transferred the stereotpyical gaze of the 
imperial power towards its subjects—hoovering up 
whole populations of individuals into perceived 
‘communities’—to migrants from those former 
colonies who arrived in the ‘mother country’. As a 
young John Hume, one of the subsequent founders 
of the SDLP, recognised, the result was that 
‘Catholics of all shades of political thought are 
expected to band together under the unconstructive 
banner of nationalism’. This ‘dangerous equation’, 
he wrote in 1964, had ‘amply contributed to the 
postponement of normal politics in the area’, 
facilitated prior ‘unionist’ supremacy and made 
intracommunal dissent impossible. 

The provisions for communal designation in the 
agreement have another unattractive source. The 
underpinning idea of a ‘mutual voice and veto’ came 
from the Opsahl report of 1993, influenced by the 
early 19th-century United States vice-president 

John C Calhoun from South Carolina, an advocate 
of slavery and (southern) ‘states’ rights’ against 
federal enlightenment. 

There was no such provision in the Northern 
Ireland Constitution Act of 1973 which established 
the power-sharing executive of 1974. Unlike the 
hopelessly truncated process of private negotiation 
which brought about the Belfast agreement—after 
the British and Irish governments presented the 
naïve US talks chair, George Mitchell, with a 
document the weekend before Good Friday 1998 
to discuss with the parties—the 1974 arrangements 
were thought through from the abolition of the old 
Stormont parliament in February 1972 and subject 
to public and democratic deliberation. A green 
paper and a white paper preceded the act (the green 
paper being passed confidentially to the Irish 
government before publication), and a Ministerial 
Committee on Northern Ireland and a parallel 
Official Committee of civil servants met frequently 
in London to prepare the ground. 

The ‘peace process’ of the 1990s became defined 
by the perverse notion that in the 1970s the British 
and Irish governments had focused on the 
‘moderates’, whereas now they should turn to the 
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‘extremes’. In fact, the power-sharing experiment 
was brought down by the Rev Ian Paisley and 
Protestant paramilitaries, not because of 
inadequacies in the Stormont governance 
arrangements but by exploiting the Achilles heel 
represented by the Council of Ireland, linking north 
and south.  

This was ironically the only part of the scheme 
which was the product of the private, hothouse 
negotiations—at Sunningdale in Berkshire—
characteristic of the Belfast agreement as a whole. 
The grandiose claims made for it—one SDLP figure 
described it as ‘a vehicle for trundling unionists into 
a united Ireland’—compensated for 
the lack of tangible human-rights 
gains, such as an end to internment, 
for the SDLP to sell to its supporters 
and keep the IRA at bay. Paisley and 
the Ulster Defence Association could 
thus bring down the executive, 
assisted by some collusion within the 
‘security forces’, using the slogan 
‘Dublin is only a Sunningdale away’. 

Collective responsibility  
Unlike every executive established, or 
re-established, since the agreement, the power-
sharing executive operated on the basis of collective 
responsibility from the outset—the Ulster Unionist 
chief executive, Brian Faulkner, immediately 
agreeing to this when it was put to him by the 
secretary to the executive. Thus whereas there has 
been no action by Stormont to implement the 
commitment to integrated education in the 
agreement, the 1974 executive agreed without 
controversy to a proposal from the then UUP 
education minister to integrate the education 
system. Also unlike the post-agreement 
arrangements—discounting the nervous giggling 
between Paisley as first minister and Martin 
McGuinness of Sinn Féin as deputy first minister—
Faulkner and the deputy chief executive, Gerry Fitt 
of the SDLP, developed a very strong personal 
relationship (as did Faulkner with the taoiseach of 
the day, Liam Cosgrave).  

It was thus always 
simply assumed that 
the Catholic and 
liberal-Protestant 
members of the 
assembly would, in 
aggregate, comprise 
a majority within it. The communal designation in 
the agreement has perversely acted to prevent such 
a progressive coalition manifesting itself. As Paul 
Nolan has however highlighted, first Belfast City 
Council and now Stormont have moved from 
domination by ‘unionist’ representatives to a 

scenario in which neither sectarian 
bloc is able to secure a majority on its 
own. Indeed, because of the effects in 
Northern Ireland of the processes of 
globalisation and individualisation 
everywhere evident, what has 
accompanied the decline of 
‘unionism’ has not been the rise of 
‘nationalism’ but the emergence of 
less- or non-aligned political 
preferences, dramatically evidenced in 
the doubling by Alliance of its 
assembly representation in the May 

election.  
This means that now the communal-veto 

arrangements in the assembly have come, even more 
perversely, to be used—despite being pressed by the 
SDLP in the talks in 1998—by ‘unionists’ no longer 
able to command a majority. If the provisions were 
removed tomorrow, the only ‘minority rights’ they 
would threaten would be of that diminishing group 
of far-right opponents of abortion and LGBT+ 
rights who have also been partners in the quixotic 
campaign by the Europhobe faction which has in 
recent years taken over the Conservative Party. 

This does not mean there is no case for a bill of 
rights for Northern Ireland, as originally advocated 
by the civil-rights movement. Especially if the UK 
government repeals the 1998 Human Rights Act 
which incorporated the European Convention of 
Human Rights into domestic law—this ended the 
long treks to the European Court of Human Rights 

 
NORTHERN IRELAND 

CONSTITUTIONAL PROPOSALS

Presented to Parliament by 
the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland 

by Command of her Majesty 
March 1973
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in Strasbourg many Northern Ireland claimants had 
had to make over the decades—such a bill should 
continue to allow the courts in Northern Ireland to 
treat the convention as authoritative. It should also 
render justiciable within the region the Council of 
Europe Framework Convention for the Protection 
of National Minorities and its Charter for Regional 
or Minority Languages. 

A European paradigm 

More positively, a new Northern Ireland 
Act, replacing that which implemented 
the Belfast agreement, should reflect the 
commitments of both the Irish and UK 
states to the Council of Europe paradigm 
for the management of cultural diversity, 
developed in this century in response to 
such traumas as ‘September 11’ and the 
wars in former Yugoslavia. 
‘Recommendations’ (resolutions) in 2015 and April 
this year by the Committee of Ministers 
representing the 46 member states set out the new 
model, of ‘intercultural integration’, elaborated by 
the council.  

This paradigm recognises that all individuals are 
diversely unique and that interaction must be 
facilitated among them, on a basis of equality, for 
social cohesion. The most recent recommendation 
includes a 10-point template for the member states 
to pursue in developing integration plans. This 
should frame a new plan for Northern Ireland, 
replacing the vacuous ‘Together: Building a United 
Community’ document cobbled together by the 
Stormont executive in 2013 and finally bringing 
down the sectarian ‘peace walls’. 

A new Northern Ireland Act should also change 
the electoral system for the 
assembly. The then taoiseach 
Garret FitzGerald tried to 
persuade his British counterpart, 
Edward Heath, that he should 
not use the single-transferable 
vote in the 1973 assembly 
election, because of the 
experience of it in Ireland over 

the decades, promoting clientelism as it does by 
having candidates of the same party compete. It has 
thus ensured there can be no sensible rationalisation 
of acute hospitals in Northern Ireland. Sadly, Heath 
was adamant—though STV, introduced in the 
1920 Government of Ireland Act simply because 
one of its designers was British, is used outside of 

Ireland only in Malta and for the upper 
house in Australia.  

As the US expert on ethnic conflict 
Donald Horowitz identified in an Opsahl 
memorial lecture in Belfast, STV 
incentivises polarisation by encouraging 
candidates to focus on the small sectarian 
core vote which provides the easy route to 
victory in multi-member constituencies. 
The additional-member system FitzGerald 
favoured, used in Scotland and Wales, is 
also proportional, via the top-up list (also 

a route for parties to ensure gender balance) but it 
incentivises accommodating pitches and tactical 
voting to secure victory in mixed constituencies. 

The act should simply require parties forming a 
government at Stormont after an election to do so 
around a Programme for Government. The 
agreement did specify that such an agreement 
would be annually iterated but the last (still only a 
draft) appeared in 2016. Other parties can then 
form an opposition, with a view to ‘turfing the 
scoundrels out’ at a subsequent election and making 
voting meaningful for the citizen—rather than mere 
participation in a sectarian arms race for the 
positions, under the agreement, of first and deputy 
first minister. These positions were originally 
conceived as a joint symbol of reconciliation by 
Mark Durkan of the SDLP, who became deputy 
first minister, following the ad hoc way in which the 
then Ulster Unionist leader, David Trimble, and 
Séamus Mallon of the SDLP together consoled the 
(as it happens Protestant and Catholic) victims of a 
paramilitary shooting in Poyntzpass, Co Armagh, 
shortly before the agreement. But this joint 
character was filleted out following the St Andrews 
Agreement of 2006, to woo the anti-agreement 
Democratic Unionist Party into government. 

A new 
Northern 

Ireland Act 
should [also] 
change the 

electoral 
system for the 

Assembly
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A shared island 

A new Northern Ireland Act should also remove the 
constraints on north-south co-operation set out in 
the agreement, at Trimble’s behest. Since the ill-
fated Council of Ireland, the Irish government has 
recently developed a conciliatory ‘shared island’ 
narrative, led by the Department of the Taoiseach, 
within which all sorts of areas of collaboration, such 
as climate change, are being explored, with the 
expert help of the Economic and Social Research 
Institute in Dublin, through north-south dialogues.  
This removes all the emotional political charge from 
north-south integration and gives it a 
positive (indeed essential as well as 
desirable) association, especially given the 
basket case the Northern Ireland economy 
on its own has become. Big gains for 
north-south trade have unintentionally 
followed ‘Brexit’, with enterprises in both 
jurisdictions reorienting towards the 
‘island economy’ within the European Union single 
market, as imagined in 1992 by the progressive 
former northern official the late George Quigley. 

This can be part of a process of intercultural 
integration island-wide, rendering obsolete the 
other old (French) model for dealing with diversity, 
of assimilation, which defined the old one-party 
state at Stormont and which SF still espouses in its 
‘united Ireland’ alternative. This would recognise 
that reconciliation in Ireland is a process, not an 
event, and that any 32-county jurisdiction should 
be a refoundation of the Irish state for this 
century—not simply its extension into the north as 
happened so problematically with German 
reunification, its legacy of a ‘wall in the head’ still 
evident in the disproportionate support for the far 
right in the old east-German area. Ireland is only 
(partially) resembled by Portugal in Europe in its 
English-legacy centralisation, lacking any regional 
tier of government. 

A transition to a 32-county Ireland should 
address that deficit, such as by devolution to the 
four historic provinces—much better from a Derry-
Donegal point of view than sustaining a six-county 

jurisdiction in the north-east. Any such process 
should be consensual throughout. The 1973 border 
poll was in fact initiated in the wake of the 
revelation of secret talks between the then British 
secretary of state, William Whitelaw, and Gerry 
Adams, McGuinness and other IRA leaders. In the 
Ministerial Committee on Northern Ireland, it was 
recognised this was a response to ‘extreme Protestant 
feeling’ and that it would be an ‘anomaly’ to have 
such a vote—as was to be the case with the Brexit 
referendum—‘without an indication of the 
proposed constitutional solution’. But it went ahead 

nonetheless. Catholics (and liberal 
Protestants) boycotted en masse. 

The agreement replicated this 
arrangement, without awareness of how it 
had come about and fallen into desuetude 
(the poll was to have been repeated every 
ten years). What would make sense would 
be to have referenda north and south at the 

end of a process of integration when a concrete all-
Ireland arrangement (with all of the island then 
becoming the European Union member state, as 
already agreed at EU level) was identified as the 
preferred option. 

I have set out here a way ahead. But other 
viewpoints are of course legitimate and the best way 
to identify the optimal solution would be to break 
with the ‘peace process’ approach of private talks 
between the parti pris protagonists and indeed 
expand the process of deliberation beyond the two 
governments and parliaments to citizens’ 
assemblies, given their success in Ireland to date 
with constitutional issues.  

Logically, a citizens’ assembly drawn from 
Northern Ireland could be married with one on an 
island-wide level to address the mutually reinforcing 
northern and all-Ireland dimensions of any new 
dispensation. The two governments should agree 
such a road map over the coming months so that 
these can be set in train in advance of Good Friday 
2023—and a break with a quarter century of 
dysfunctionality and division finally held out.

… 
reconciliation 
in Ireland is a 

process, not an 
event.



At present, the blame is overwhelmingly directed 
at Brexit and the current British Government’s 
cynical and disastrous management of it. In the 
South the DUP is widely viewed as a wholly 
negative force and there is limited sympathy for 
unionism generally. Sinn Féin has, both in 
substance and in presentation, positioned itself as a 
more moderate actor, but many remain 
unimpressed by its historical revisionism and find 
its irredentist agenda premature and simplistic. So 
there is little Southern enthusiasm for or interest in 
immersion in the affairs of Northern Ireland. 

The problems the Agreement faces and has faced 
are rooted in political fundamentals. But could 
changes help put it on a more sustainable footing? 

The Irish Government, as a co-author and co-
guarantor of the Agreement, has a strong interest in 
an effective and successful Assembly and Executive.  
The basic principles are clear: they must rest on 
broad cross-community support, must operate fairly 
and impartially, and must be fit to be serious 
partners in North/South institutions. These are 
among the non-negotiable building blocks of the 
Agreement.   

However, Irish Governments have kept away 
from the detail of how the Strand One institutions 
work. For reasons of constitutional principle and 
political practicality, they were not directly involved 
in the negotiation of this part of the Agreement, 
seen as the responsibility of the British Government 
and of the political parties. That has remained the 
situation through the various negotiations of the 
past decade. 

Dublin would be open to discussion of reform 
consistent with the Agreement’s fundamental 
principles and would welcome any agreed changes.  

Reforming the Agreement:  
A Dublin view 
Rory Montgomery 
 
Rory Montgomery is a former Irish diplomat. He is an honorary professor at the Mitchell 
Institute, Queen’s University Belfast.  He is a member of the steering committee of the 
Royal Irish Academy/University of Notre Dame Analysing and Researching Ireland North 
and South (ARINS) Project (www.ria.ie/arins) and hosts a monthly ARINS podcast.

In the Republic the Good Friday Agreement is seen 
as a towering achievement of Irish diplomacy and 
statecraft. But while the public and politicians are 
mostly spared the direct consequences of the failure 
of the Agreement to fulfil all of its promise, they are 
aware that it is not working as it should. 
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Tony Blair, British Prime Minister with Bertie Ahern, Taoiseach, 
at the signing of the Agreement1998
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But it cannot be expected to advocate any specific 
measures.  Such proposals would in any case need 
to be very carefully assessed.  The changes made in 
the St Andrews Agreement solved a major political 
problem but, as we have seen, at a considerable 
longer-term cost and, more recently, with some 
unintended consequences for its main architects.  
There is also a fear that the present British 
Government could use a discussion of reform as 
cover for hasty and ill-considered tweaks aimed at 
short-term objectives. 

Two basic questions need to be asked: what 
problems would reform be intended to solve? And 
would it solve them? 

The first problem is accommodating those who 
do not wish to be categorised as either nationalist 
or unionist. Modern Irish nationalism, as 
formulated in the New Ireland Forum report of 
1984 and thereafter, is based explicitly on a 
bicommunal approach.  The report, the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement, the Downing Street Declaration, and 
the Good Friday Agreement itself are suffused with 
a recognition of the need to reconcile two traditions, 
two identities, two aspirations, two communities – 
thence the conceptual underpinning of the 
institutions and their operating rules.  

Even in 1998, some critics, such as Robin 
Wilson, lamented the institutionalisation of 

division, as they saw it: the counterargument was 
that it was simply a recognition of the 
overwhelming reality of a divided society. The 
number of “others” was too small to be a factor in 
political calculation. Evidently that is now 
changing. The rise of the “neither nor” middle 
ground has been noted and widely celebrated in the 
south.  But in hoping and wishing for a new politics 
we need to be careful not to exaggerate. Alliance’s 
performance was of course very impressive, but in 
terms of vote share less dramatic than it could have 
been; and a huge majority still voted for traditional 
nationalist and unionist parties. 

It seems wrong in principle that Alliance cannot 
realistically aspire to holding the post of Deputy 
First Minister or that if by some chance it came first 
in an election the system of designation would 
become unworkable. But this is not now a practical 
problem and seems unlikely to become one for a 
considerable time. Other criticisms of the St 
Andrews mechanisms may be more relevant.  

“Other” MLAs and their voters will not formally 
be fully equal for as long as cross-community 
agreement on key decisions is measured by the levels 
of unionist and nationalist support alone.  A move 
to a system of weighted Assembly voting on such 
decisions would therefore be logical and welcome.  
This would be symbolically significant: but how 
much would it change practice? It is hard to see 
agreement being reached on a percentage threshold 
which would not in effect require support from 
majorities of unionists and nationalists, whether 
formally designated or not.   This in turn would for 
present and almost certainly future purposes involve 
support from both the DUP and Sinn Féin.  In 
principle a 65% threshold could see either of these 
parties being unable to block a proposal, but that 
would in practice surely place the smaller unionist 
or nationalist parties under enormous strain.   

The petition of concern has undoubtedly been 
seriously abused in the past, but the scale of the 
problem has been diminishing, with neither of the 
big parties reaching the 30-vote threshold, and the 
NDNA requirement for at least two parties to 
support it.    

Declaration of Support 
 

We pledge that we will, in good faith, 
work to ensure the success of each 
and every one of the arrangements to 
be established under this agreement. 
It is accepted that all of the 
institutional and constitutional 
arrangements…are interlocking and 
interdependent…

Belfast/Good Friday Agreement,  
1998  
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The more fundamental question is whether if 
current circumstances, where unionists hold 43% 
of the Assembly’s 90 seats and 
nationalists 39%, are broadly 
maintained, the institutions could for 
long claim legitimacy and exercise 
authority against the wishes of a clear 
majority of one of the two blocs. The rise 
of others may have weakened the 
concept of bicommunalism, but it has 
not yet displaced it.   

This leads to the related question of 
whether a single party should be able to 
block the formation of an Executive by 
refusing to nominate a First or Deputy 
First Minister (incidentally, changing the 
titles is one reform which ought to be 
easily achievable, even if at least for the 
moment accepting the deputy post does 
not seem to be as big a problem for the 
DUP as feared). The Taoiseach is only 
the most prominent Southern politician 
to say that no one party should have a 
veto.  As we have seen repeatedly, 
however, parties which enjoy majority nationalist or 
unionist support do as a matter of political reality 
as well as legally have vetoes.  And while this may 
be made starker by the St Andrews arrangements it 
is fully in line with the logic of the Agreement. 

A return to the original Assembly election of a 
joint ticket based on cross-community consent 
would offer some room for manoeuvre, still more if 
there were a move to a weighted majority system to 
measure consent.  It would in principle mean that 
one of the big two parties might choose to forgo the 
office of FM or DFM without the whole system 
grinding to a halt, or that it could be outvoted by a 
coalition including smaller parties from its own 
community. But while, if present circumstances 
were replicated, that in theory might happen if the 
UUP so decided, it is surely likely that its current 
approach is politically possible only because the 

rules make it legally impossible. Maybe I am too 
pessimistic, but I find it difficult to see how a 

smaller party could for long carry the 
weight of sustaining an Executive against 
the views of a clear majority of people in its 
own community.  This would 
hypothetically also apply to the SDLP vis-
à-vis Sinn Féin. 

One area in which the Irish Government 
would have a direct interest in reform as 
part of an overall package would be the 
functioning of the North/South 
institutions. It should be harder for 
unionists to prevent meetings either by 
refusing to agree agendas or by not turning 
up. There should be more flexibility in 
developing areas of co-operation to take 
account of new challenges and priorities. 
The functioning of the East-West 
institutions could also be overhauled. 

There are, therefore, possible reforms 
which could possibly help make the 
institutions work better and which could 
usefully be explored.  But in a polity which 

despite the growth of a middle ground continues to 
be dominated by two large and equal blocs, 
expectations of how far institutional change can 
bypass more fundamental political division should 
be tempered. 

A return to the 
original 

Assembly 
election of a 
joint ticket 

based on cross-
community 

consent would 
offer some 

room for 
manoeuvre, still 

more if there 
were a move to 

a weighted 
majority system 

to measure 
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In search of a landing zone  
for the Protocol on Ireland / 
Northern Ireland 
Lisa Claire Whitten 
 
Lisa Claire Whitten is a Research Fellow in Politics and Law at Queen’s University, Belfast

To fix something, you must first agree on 
what is broken. While obvious, this is not 
always straightforward. 

In the case of the ongoing dispute between the UK 
and the EU over the implementation of the Protocal 
on Ireland / Northern Ireland, the two parties define 
the problem differently, therefore propose divergent 
solutions to it and disagree about how to get there.  

This is why that much-referenced, still-elusive 
metaphorical landing zone has proved so difficult 
to find. While recent events (read UK unilateral 
legislation and EU infringement proceedings) have 
made it harder to envisage the UK and the EU 
reaching any kind of consensus position 
in the immediate future, it is not 
inconceivable to imagine what a 
compromise agreement might look like. 
Before doing so, however, we first need to 
understand where all the parties are 
coming from.  

The Problem 

For the EU the problem is not the 
Protocol but the “practical difficulties” 
that have arisen in its implementation in 
Northern Ireland. In October 2021, the 
European Commission published four 
‘non-papers’ setting out potential solutions for, or 
at least approaches to, fixing ‘practical difficulties’ 
facing stakeholders in Northern Ireland.  

These EU non-papers were intended to be a 
starting point for “intensive discussions” with the 

UK government aimed at reaching “a jointly agreed 
permanent solution” to the issues they covered, 
namely: customs formalities, Sanitary and 
Phytosanitary (SPS) checks, engagement with 
Northern Ireland stakeholders and the supply of 
medicines. By implication, the EU position last year 
signalled a willingness to show at least some 
flexibility, with the suggestion they would go further 
than the initial proposals in the course of UK-EU 
talks.  

In response to the UK’s introduction of 
legislation to disapply aspects of the 
Protocol, the EU published more on the 
substance of their non-paper proposals in 
respect to easements for customs  and SPS 
issues. Both of these new EU position 
papers cite ‘extensive discussions’ with the 
UK government and “stakeholders in 
Northern Ireland” since October 2021, to 
help develop the details of the possible 
solutions set out – more on that in a 
moment. 

For the UK the problem is the Protocol. 
Or, at least, most of it. Excepting its 

provisions on Individual Rights (Article 2), the 
Common Travel Area (Article 3) and North-South 
Cooperation (Article 11), the UK government 
position is that the current Protocol is “not 
sustainable” and its implementation has created a 
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For the UK the 
problem is the 

Protocol.



‘intensive technical talks’ between the two sides, if 
only the relationship was not quite so badly 
damaged.   

The issue of medicines supply has already, largely, 
been addressed through amendments to relevant 
EU legislation related to medicines for use on 
humans. Measures to ensure the supply of 
veterinary medicines remain outstanding but it is 
not unimaginable that similar changes to relevant 
EU legislation could be made. Moreover, there have 
been indications on the part of the EU that 
legislative derogations and/or amendments in other 
areas could be used as a means of easing the burden 
of checks, controls, and paperwork on Northern 
Ireland traders.   

Some kind of UK-EU compromise agreement to 
strengthen engagement with Northern Ireland 
stakeholders is also very possible if the political will 
is there. The formalisation of existing channels for 
engagement with Northern Ireland business and 
civic society, alongside measures to improve the 
transparency of the existing institutional 
architecture set up to oversee the implementation 
of the Protocol could, potentially, emerge.   

POLICIES

“situation of necessity” in Northern Ireland 
warranting its decision to propose a unilateral 
breach of its prior international law commitments 
via new (controversial) domestic law.  

The UK view of the issues created by the Protocol 
is more expansive than the “practical difficulties” 
outlined by the EU. Alongside the four issues 
identified in the EU non-papers, the UK 
government cite the Protocol’s provisions regarding 
VAT and excise, state aid and the continued 
jurisdiction of the CJEU among the reasons why, 
from a UK government perspective, the operation 
of the Protocol needs to change “in a fundamental 
way” and to do so “urgently” – thus the unilateral 
action. 

So, the UK and EU conceive of the problem 
differently – this makes reaching consensus more 
difficult but not, necessarily impossible.  

The Solutions 

On customs and SPS checks, the UK and EU 
positions are not irreconcilable. The UK have 
proposed a so-called ‘green lane and red lane 
approach’ whereby goods that stay in Northern 
Ireland enter through a ‘green lane’ and are not 
therefore subject to the full panoply of EU required 
checks and controls applied to those entering 
through a ‘red lane’ and due to travel on into 
Ireland. This is not totally dissimilar to the EU 
proposal to expand the definition of goods ‘not at 
risk’ of entry into the EU Single Market for which 
the burden of checks and controls necessary would 
reduce, in part facilitated by entry through an 
‘express lane’. Both the UK and EU proposals in 
these areas underline the need for robust, real-
time data sharing and harsh penalties for 
non-compliance.  

Where the picture is not quite so 
conciliatory is in the procedure for 
determining which goods go where i.e. 
(green/express) vs. (red/non-express) and 
just how minimal is minimal when it 
comes to reducing the burden of checks. 
These are, however, the sort of details that 
can and ought to be being worked out at 

Plant passport from a 
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Although not in the EU diagnosis of ‘the 
problem’, it is even possible to see the space for some 
sort of compromise on the issue of state aid and 
governance raised by the UK government. Reliance 
on the subsidy control commitments in the Trade 
and Cooperation Agreement, as 
preferred by the UK, alongside enhanced 
processes of referral and consultation 
over any state aid administered in 
Northern Ireland, to reassure the EU, 
might be enough to satisfy both parties. 
While, on governance, the use of an 
arbitration panel by default, as preferred 
by the UK, but with a process for referral 
to the CJEU for any matter concerning 
interpretation of EU law, as preferred by 
the EU, is also conceivable.  

A lack of detail on the substance of the 
UK’s proposal for a “dual regulatory 
regime” makes it harder to say whether 
or not it could be a starter for discussion. It is, 
however, important to underline the “significant 
concerns” expressed by Northern Ireland businesses 
on the operability of such a system.  

There are a range of other outstanding 
issues.  

On VAT and excise, the UK proposal would see 
Northern Ireland removed from EU rules, this is not 
acceptable to the EU, however, they have indicated 
willingness to look at specific issues. Notably, the 
EU regularly adopts derogations and amendments 
to address specific VAT-related issues raised by 
Member States; a similar approach could be taken 
in respect of Northern Ireland.  

On checks on parcels travelling GB-NI (not 
currently being implemented) and on the 
requirements for the movement of pets the two sides 
positions are still pretty far apart, compromises 
would be required on both sides to reach agreement.  

Overall, then, it is possible to the 
topography of a landing zone beginning to 
emerge – one that would require 
movement from both sides, but which 
could conceivably be found if the process 
focuses on addressing the on-the-ground 
issues and asks coming from Northern 
Ireland voices. Unfortunately, right now, 
that is not what is happening.  

The Process 

Both sides want agreement. On some of 
the key practical issues facing GB-NI trade, 
it is possible to see how a landing zone 
might emerge. Perhaps a ‘green express 

lane’ system based on an expanded definition of ‘at 
risk’ and a more robust Trusted Trader Scheme 
facilitated by real-time data sharing and 
underpinned by strong penalties for wilful non-
compliance. Such a solution would address at least 
some of the problems identified by the UK, the EU 
and raised by stakeholders in Northern Ireland.  

However, even if one accepts that there is a deal 
to be done, recent events have made it less likely. 

Following the UK government’s decision to 
introduce (controversial) new legislation that would 
see large parts of the Protocol disapplied in domestic 
law, the already strained relations between the two 
sides have deteriorated, and fast.  

At time of writing, the new UK legislation – the 
Northern Ireland Protocol Bill (NIP Bill) – is making 
its (anticipated slow) passage through parliament; it 
is unlikely to emerge unchanged. Expect strong 
opposition in the Lords and the Commons about 
the Bill’s unconventional (and highly questionable) 
approach to upholding of the UK’s international 
law obligations. The parliamentary process of the 
NIP Bill could last up to 18 months.  

Meanwhile, in response to the UK government’s 
unilateral action, the EU have launched and 

… this latest 
chapter in the 
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Northern 
Ireland and the 

Protocol, is 
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UK-EU waiting 
game.
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relaunched infringement proceedings against their 
would-be partners in the implementation of the 
Protocol. The now three EU legal cases against the 
UK concern the unilateral extension of a ‘grace 
period’ for certification requirements for agri-food 
moving GB-NI in March 2021, failure to carry out 
SPS controls necessary on goods entering Northern 
Ireland, and failure to provide the EU with adequate 
trade statistics data. The resolution of EU 
infringement proceedings like these can take years. 

What this means is that this latest chapter in the 
ongoing saga of Brexit, Northern Ireland and the 
Protocol is essentially a UK-EU waiting game. The 
processes begun last week – parliamentary on the 
part of the UK and judicial on the part of the EU – 
will take time, but this is time that Northern Ireland 
cannot, and ought not have to afford. Lingering on 
without a fully functioning government, the already 
serious public policy challenges facing Northern 
Ireland (read healthcare reform and the cost-of-
living crisis) are getting worse.  

The UK and EU are aligned on the importance 
of finding a “negotiated settlement” and “joint 
solutions”. While not underestimating the 

diplomatic difficulty of overcoming the scarred and 
souring relations between the two sides, the people 
of Northern Ireland need the EU and the UK 
government to live up to these words, and to do it 
soon.
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Westminster life and times 
for a nationalist MP 
Malachi O’Doherty 
 
Malachi O'Doherty is a writer and commentator and former editor at Fortnight

Claire Hanna is not a drinker. She isn’t a full time 
abstainer but she suffers hangovers too easily. She 
marvels at Westminster MPs who drink during the 
day, even before making speeches. She says she is 
enjoying parliament. Some of the funniest heckles 
are not picked up on camera so one can really only 
appreciate the most entertaining wisecracks by 
sitting among those who are making them. 

She is not herself averse to heckling and makes 
a distinction between those who disrupt a 
speech by hurling out a caustic witticism 
and those who make a speaker’s task more 
difficult by talking among themselves. She 
calls that ‘white noise’ and says the DUP 
MPs who sit near her frequently drone on 
to demonstrate that they have no interest in 
what she is saying and to make it harder for 
others to hear her. 

She became a target for social media 
derision when she attacked the 
DUP MP Carla Lockhart for 
citing John Hume in support of 
her argument. ‘Get his name 
out of your mouth’, scowled 
Hanna. Twitter lit up with 
people accusing her of being 
foul tempered and 
intolerant. ‘It was framed as 

a scream and a bad tempered outburst by people 
who have obviously never been in a pub. It wasn’t 
said at sufficient volume to knock the MP off her 
stride.’ Actually if it had been the shriek they said it 
was we would have been able to hear it ourselves but 
we didn’t. Not loud enough for the microphone to 
lift it above the general cacophony. 

She says, ‘I was on Belfast city council so you cut 
your teeth being chundered at from a 

sedentary position which is the 
parliamentary version of yapping through 
somebody else’s speech. To be fair, plenty 
of times they’ll let me and others make 
our point unhindered, but it is a place that 

has a culture of heckling. I don’t mind a 
good heckle. ‘But there is a difference 

between a heckle and white noise interference.  
A heckle is supposed to be, if not funny, 

at least relevant.’ 
She says, ‘We sit beside Kevin 

Brennan who is a Welsh Labour 
MP who is a very funny person 
and usually has a quick remark 
that isn’t always picked up by 
the cameras but makes it 
worth turning up, even if the 
politics doesn’t.’ 

Malachi O’Doherty interviews Claire Hanna, 
SDLP MP for South Belfast, on her experiences 
as a woman, a nationalist and one who wants 
to work for a better approach to Northern 
Ireland issues.
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Much of the time since she was elected to 
Westminster she was unable to attend because of 
covid restrictions. Now that she can get there more 
often she is meeting and mingling with people from 
other parties and finding areas of common interest. 
‘But there isn’t the large body of institutional 
memory and knowledge about Northern Ireland 
that might have been there ten and twenty years 
ago. You definitely don’t have that in the 
Conservative party in any serious way.’ 

And she has difficulty engaging the Labour Party 
on the Protocol. ‘So much of the politics and the 
sharp stuff that we are doing flows from Brexit and 
Labour has a structural problem with Brexit. 
Getting them to talk about it is like getting your 
children to eat their vegetables. They would rather 
do anything else than talk about it and all the issues 
relating to the Protocol. They fear that the Tories 
will – and they do this – very quickly try and frame 
it back as ‘getting Brexit done while all these limp 
Remainers are trying to counter it.’ 

And she has no expectation that the prime 
minister Boris Johnson will pay any attention to 
what she says. 

‘Bear in mind that he isn’t there except for PMQs. 
That whole weekly performance is so contrived it 
has zero value.’ 

She is making friends and gets on well with 
Caroline Lucas of the Green Party. Sometimes she 
has a quick exchange with Angela Rayner as she – 
Rayner – nips out for a smoke. She chairs an all 
party group on the issues relating to arts and the 
creative industries. And while MPs from devolved 
regions generally stay off issues particular to 
England she makes an exception on environmental 
issues since there are no borders in the atmosphere. 

She says that she is now more interested in 
constitutional reform and a new Ireland than she 
was five years ago. What has made the difference is 
the inadequacy of government from London.  

‘Boris Johnson on a daily basis is undermining 
the Union. That’s clear from Scotland as well as 
from Northern Ireland and it is remarkable that 
political unionism from here doesn’t realise that.’ 

She has one possible cynical reading of the 
Unionist boycott of Stormont, that it is a ‘skunk 
tactic’ to make the North unattractive to the South.  

‘But a lot of people who wouldn’t have identified 
with – who wouldn’t have particularly aspired to a 
new Ireland are starting to look at constitutional 
change and a new paradigm.’ ‘Isn’t the implication 
of this’, I ask, ‘that if a better form of government 
emerged in Westminster, one that understood and 
cared about Northern Ireland, the newly emerging 
interest in a ‘new Ireland’ might wane?’  

‘Fair point’ she says. 
Whatever happens, she believes, the three strands 

of the Good Friday Agreement will continue to be 
important, and that includes strand three, east west 
relations. ‘I see a big part of my work as an MP as 
honouring and developing strand three. It is an 
important way to demonstrate how much we value 
and need and want to deepen the east west 
relationship. Whatever constitutional arrangement 
we might have in the coming years and decades we 
will always be neighbours and friends.’ Better 
neighbours and friends, hopefully, than we are now. 

 
She might drink to that, but only at weekends.
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Truth, Amnesty  
and Reconciliation 
Tom Hadden 
 
Tom Hadden is the founding and acting editor of Fortnight. He was a member of the Northern Ireland 
Human Rights Commission and a co-signatory of the Belfast Guidelines on Amnesty and Accountability.

The Northern Ireland Troubles (Legacy and Reconciliation) 
Bill is presented as an attempt to square the circle of 
bringing some closure to the Troubles and responding to the 
claims of victims and the wider population in Northern 
Ireland for truth and some justice.  

It is an inordinately lengthy and complex piece of 
draft legislation running to 89 pages with 12 
schedules. In practice it seems to be designed to 
control the set of processes for amnesty, truth 
recovery and memorialisation so tightly as to limit 
the prospects for either truth, justice or 
reconciliation. 

For some the primary focus is on the 
unacceptability of any form of amnesty. For others 
it is on the curtailment of any further effective 
investigation of alleged crimes. If the Bill is passed 
in its current form this would amount to a kind of 
de facto amnesty. It should be noted that there is no 
absolute bar on amnesty in human rights law. 
Human rights courts both in Europe and Latin 
America have stated that some forms of amnesty 
may be permissible if they are designed to 
contribute to the cessation of violence, provide a 
remedy to victims, and to help achieve lasting peace. 
The Belfast Guidelines on Amnesty and 
Accountability adopted in 2013 by a group of 
leading international lawyers and peace practitioners 
– influential elsewhere but sadly ignored in Belfast 
– specifically recommend certain forms of 
conditional amnesty linked with measures to 
encourage truth-telling and to provide for different 
forms of accountability than criminal prosecution. 

The British Government explicitly portrays the 
Bill as based on the South African Truth and 

Reconciliation model in which amnesty was granted 
to most on written applications to the Amnesty 
Committee chaired by a judge; only those charged 

A BILL TO 
Address the legacy of the Northern 

Ireland Troubles and promote 
reconciliation by establishing an 

Independent Commission for 
Reconciliation and Information 

Recovery, limiting criminal 
investigations, legal proceedings, 
inquests and police complaints, 
extending the prisoner release 
scheme in the Northern Ireland 

(Sentences) Act 1998, and providing 
for experiences to be recorded and 

preserved and for events to be 
studied and memorialised.

Brandon Lewis 
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with serious human rights violations had to face 
their victims in public hearings organised by 
Desmond Tutu. But this is questionable.  In the Bill 
there is less focus on the involvement of victims in 
the procedures for granting amnesty and nothing 
on public hearings. Many lawyers here accept that 
the chance of a successful prosecution after so many 
years is very limited – as has been seen in some 
recent cases against soldiers and police who have 
been involved in killings in disputed circumstances 
rather than with a clear intention to kill. In more 
general terms, justice here has often been a lottery 
in which only a few, predominantly paramilitaries, 
are held responsible while members of the security 
forces and other more serious offenders in leadership 
roles go scot free. And there have been no 
prosecutions in cases in which the primary 
allegation has been collusion on the part of the 
security forces.  

The arrangements for the review of cases by the 
proposed new Independent Commission for 
Reconciliation and Information Recovery 
are equally tightly constrained and 
controlled to avoid the active involvement 
of those most directly affected and any 
wider publicity in contentious cases. 
There is a very wide bar on the release of 
the most significant information with 
strict rules on the release of prejudicial or 
sensitive information: prejudicial 
information is defined as anything 
‘which, if disclosed generally, would risk 
putting, or would put, the life or safety of any 
person at risk’; sensitive information is defined as 
anything ‘which, if disclosed generally, would risk 
prejudicing, or would prejudice, the national 
security interests of the United Kingdom’. There is 
also a more or less complete bar on the holding of 
any inquest that has not already started formal 
hearings and all civil proceedings. The result in 
contentious cases may be increased suspicion, 
disappointment and anger rather than a move to a 
shared understanding. 

Truth recovery and memorialisation are perhaps 
more important to any hope of reconciliation. The 

Bill is equally carefully constructed to limit the kind 
of truth that victims, their relatives and their wider 
communities most want and need. The provisions 
on more general studies on what happened during 
the Troubles and memorialisation are similarly 
controlled and constrained. The procedures for 
selecting those who are to take part give more or less 
total control both on the issues to be covered and 
their eventual publication to ‘designated persons’ to 
be appointed by the Secretary of State having 
‘regard to whether the person is supported by 
different communities in Northern Ireland and will 
act independently of the influence of any other 
persons’. But there are a series of further restrictions 
on academic studies which may deter many of those 
most qualified to carry out this kind of assessment 
from agreeing to take part. And the Bill is peppered 
with provisions giving the Secretary of State power 
to make regulations on the way in which each of the 
constituent elements are to be carried out. 

What then is the chance of substantial 
amendments to the Bill to curtail the 
extent of Government control of the 
narrative? The signs thus far at 
Westminster are not encouraging. The 
Government has listed the Bill for 
expedited enactment despite the huge 
complexity and prolixity of its clauses and 
schedules. Many of the backbench Tories 
and Lords who might try to make changes 
on technical or human rights grounds are 
more likely to share the Government’s 

primary objective of protecting soldiers from 
prosecution than to press for major changes. There 
may be greater pressure from Dublin, Europe and 
America to change course or at least to increase the 
independence of the Commission and those 
working for it. Highlighting the defects in the Bill 
in terms of its stated objective of reconciliation can 
perhaps add it to the list of highly contentious 
legislation. Delaying it in Committee or the Lords 
might perhaps contribute to a change of 
government, whether by removing Boris or electing 
a new Lab/Lib coalition. Without that there cannot 
be much hope of a more helpful view on the past.  g

Truth recovery 
and 

memorialisation 
are perhaps more 
important to any 

hope of 
reconciliation.
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Unionism on the defensive 
Aaron Edwards 
 
Dr Aaron Edwards is a Lecturer in International Security Studies. He is author of UVF: Behind the 
Mask and Agents of Influence: Britain’s Secret Intelligence War Against the IRA and is writing a 
new book on Unionists in Northern Ireland, from partition to Brexit and beyond. 

In the afterglow of a Platinum Jubilee celebrations and 
the introduction of the Northern Ireland Protocol Bill, 
Unionism appears to be back on the defensive. 

‘The Protocol threatens our place in the United 
Kingdom,’ Sir Jeffery Donaldson said after meeting 
Westminster MPs and Peers. It ‘endangers jobs for 
our people, drives up costs for customers and 
reduces choice on our shelves.’ As Newton Emerson 
pointed out in a thought-provoking article in the 
Irish Times, the DUP may talk tough on the 
Protocol but it has been careful not to over-promise 
on its total political obliteration. 

A recent LucidTalk poll suggests that an 
overwhelming number of unionists are against the 
Protocol, leaving the DUP once again boxed in – 
this time not necessarily by its own strategic choices 
but by its supporters. [In a party obsessed by 
clientelism, it may leave the DUP unable to deliver 
on the promise of its street-level rhetoric around the 
Protocol.] 

The DUP’s dilemma of making the 
return of devolution contingent on solving 
the vexatious problem of the Protocol, 
however, does little to steady the ranks of 
loyalist paramilitaries who have become 
increasingly restive over the issue. There are 
signs that the restraining influence of some 
well-placed loyalists over these groups is 
wearing thin. Quite apart from the 
suspected UVF bomb hoax, which 
disrupted a speech by Irish Foreign 
Minister Simon Conveny in Belfast, there 
is evidence that the UDA is considering its 
options in the event of a political failure to 

solve the Protocol dilemma. 
Some UDA units have allegedly pondered de-

stabilising the situation through protest action, 
while others are investing their energies, for the 
moment, in political education and backing the last 
remaining legal challenge to the Protocol as it enters 
the Supreme Court. A source close to one UDA 
unit told me that the group are so incensed by DUP 
failures that they are looking to re-energise political 
activity within their own ranks. Could this signal 
the rebirth of the Ulster Political Research Group? 

In all of this it is worth highlighting the 
fundamental disconnect between Unionist political 
leaders and their loyalist followers. [Newton 
Emerson talked up this growing disconnection in 
the Irish Times when he pointed to the slim 
prospects of the DUP persuading ‘unionism back 
down the hill his party marched it up.’] This 
looming threat from militant loyalism a generation 
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after giving assurances to end their military 
campaigns, suggests they have returned to consider 
the strategic merits of using violence for political 
purposes. This is a worrying development breathing 
new life into old vigilante mindsets. The prospects 
of a Sinn Féin First Minister in waiting does little 
to steady the nerves of these militant loyalists. Yet, 
it is the DUP’s continuing refusal to return to the 
power-sharing institutions which truly 
corrodes positive thinking about the future 
of the Union. 

Late last year, Professor Paul Bew said in 
a speech to the Royal Irish Academy that it 
was important for Dublin to return to the 
commitments it gave as a co-guarantor of 
the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. One 
of these was to support the development of 
East-West institutions as well as those 
dedicated to North-South relations. The 
concentration on only one strand of the 
Agreement leaves little incentive in the 
Unionist community to make the institutions work. 
Lord Bew highlighted Dublin rhetoric around an 
‘all island economy’, which has serious concerns for 
those Unionists and Loyalists who feel themselves, 
once again, perched on the edge of the Union. 
Parliamentary scrutiny of the Government’s 
Protocol Bill may increase the risk of further 
political and economic instability as the cost-of-
living squeeze coincides with anti-Protocol rallies 
during the loyalist marching season.  

For Unionism to come off the defensive and 
explore more creative responses to the challenges 
posed by the Protocol, they need to think more 
strategically about their position within the UK. 
The results of the Northern Ireland Life and Times 
Survey 2021 suggests a slight fall in the number of 
people supportive of the Union, now at 48%, 
though only 34% of those surveyed want to see a 
United Ireland. The remainder were either 
undecided, were not registered to vote, would not 
vote or gave another reason. 

Unionists could certainly do more to make the 
Union more acceptable to the broadest possible 
number of people in Northern Ireland, a challenge 

that political Unionism has so far been unable to 
rise to, as the May election confirmed. The DUP, 
like Sinn Féin, has a problem in the form of a 
burgeoning middle ground, which rejects the 
tribalism of the past and is reflected in the growth 
of a Northern Irish identity, as shown in the 
impressive electoral gains by the Alliance Party. 

What can Unionism do to reach out to those who 
are persuaded of the economic logic of a 
United Kingdom rather than a United 
Ireland? One possibility may be to focus on 
an aspect of Conservative Party policy 
hitherto unexplored by Unionists. The 
Government’s Integrated Review of its 
foreign, security, defence, and 
developmental aid policies published in 
2021 explicitly advocates ‘Strengthening 
the Union’. 

But what does that mean in practice: first 
a sense of urgency to bridge the gap 
between the principle and practice of the 

Union by meeting the needs of devolved nations to 
access a greater share of fiscal responsibility; second 
a challenge to nationalism within the UK by selling 
the benefits of the Union; and lastly addressing the 
long-standing grievances surrounding the so-called 
“levelling up” agenda across the UK. 

Problem solvers not problem makers 

For Unionists in Northern Ireland to truly 
contribute to national and international 
conversations about how they too can help their 
fellow citizens meet the challenges of a complex 
world, they will need to prove they are problem 
solvers rather than problem makers.  

Despite the acrimony belying the Northern 
Ireland Protocol, there is enormous potential for 
Unionists to become a more integral part of the 
UK’s multi-national democratic framework.  

In order to realise this potential, Unionists may 
need to rethink the prospect of completely 
overturning a key pillar of an international treaty 
that commands the support of those they are still 
committed to sharing power within Northern 
Ireland. g

… the 
fundamental 

disconnect 
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political 

leaders and 
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Does a Northern Ireland writing 
community exist? 
Rosemary Jenkinson 
 
Rosemary Jenkinson is a short story writer, playwright and ACNI Major Artist
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The concept of ‘the writing community’ 
has taken off in recent years with the 
growth of the literary industry. Emerging 
writers meet established writers through a 
vast profusion of workshops, book clubs, 
writers’ groups, book launches and literary 
festivals. Writers have insta-windows into 
each other’s lives through social media. 
However, it’s questionable whether this 
new literary dispensation constitutes an 
actual community; the next question is 

whether a writing community within Northern 
Ireland or Ireland is even desirable. 
 
Writers’ groups have always existed. The sixties were the 
heyday of the Belfast Group under the auspices of Philip 

Hobsbaum, boasting a glittering line-up of Seamus Heaney, Stewart Parker, the 
Longleys and Bernard MacLaverty amongst others. I joined Queen’s Writers’ 
Group myself in 2002 when it was run by Sinead Morrissey. I regarded it as more 
of a drinkers’ group, foregoing most of the lit crit for the post-parsing party but 
there was no doubt that it was a positive to be in a pub with poets like Leontia 
Flynn, Miriam Gamble and Eoghan Walls. Although I’d only had a few short 
stories published, it gave me a sense of belonging, but much more than that, a 
sense that success was attainable. 

Belonging is the key to any community, but shared values are where the 
problems begin. I didn’t stay long with the Queen’s group because I had my 
own ideas of what constitutes great writing. The finest writing is antithetical to 
communal ideas as the ultimate aspiration is to create sui generis works. It can 
be very comforting to exchange stories of failures and rejections during your 
first few years in literature, but thereafter, the handholding will inevitably 
impede your writing hand. Writing itself is not a group activity. It’s the writer 
alone with the page, and there is no lonelier place on earth despite the inner 
voices. Yet, the best work emerges from solitude. 

A workshop group for writers was begun in Belfast by Philip 
Hobsbaum in 1962. It was based at Queen's University and 
attracted young writers such as Michael Longley, Derek 
Mahon, Stewart Parker, Bernard MacLaverty and Seamus 
Heaney.    
The writers group met weekly to share and discuss work.
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Northern Ireland literature is on an unprecedented high in terms of output and 
exposure, but I personally believe that one of the biggest fictions out there is the 
existence of a Northern Irish writing community. Some of those who wax lyrical 
about how wonderful our community is perhaps wish to be regarded as a leading 
light of it. I’ll desist from including any names here in case it turns into writing 
satchels at dawn! Still, if ‘the writing community’ is ever referenced in Ireland, north 
or south, it’s important to question who exactly that represents and, 
secondly, whether it’s a hierarchy. In small communities there is always an 
inner circle. 

While I haven’t observed a general community as such, plenty of 
homogeneous groups or micro-communities have prospered: Seamus 
Heaney Centre poets, No Alibis crime writers, Women Aloud NI, etc. The theatre 
community is sometimes spoken of as an entity, but the fact is that convergence 
only occurs when it’s time to celebrate the death of a much-loved individual or to 
fundraise for a cause like Ukraine. 

Literary fiction is so diverse, it is surely counterintuitive to form a writing 
community. After all, many original writers of the past steadfastly avoided the 
company of their peers. Bukowski writes in Women of how his alter ego Henry 
Chinaski had absolutely no interest in meeting William Burroughs, looking away 
as their eyes met. Jeanette Winterson dismissed a whole generation of writers when 
she was asked in 1995 to select her favourite living writer. She claimed that ‘no one 
working in the English language comes close to my exuberance, my passion and 
fidelity to words.’ It was refreshing to hear such self-confidence although it created 
some consternation at the time. Reacting to the criticism, she said that lying was 
the ‘kind of false modesty that I think is bad for you as a human being and is 
certainly bad for art.’  

Unfortunately, virtue signaling is a huge part of this online era and writers are 
expected to be ‘lovely’ and ‘supportive’ where there was no previous onus on being 
a public role model in a so-called community. Bukowski would turn in his grave at 
the effusive outpourings of writers to their coevals for their ‘generous comments’. 
It’s an era not only of fake news but of fake pieties. If Oscar Wilde were to announce 
in 2022 at New York customs, ‘I have nothing to declare but my genius,’ he’d be 
pilloried on social media for his arrogance. Yet, writers need high levels of self-
assurance in order to combat the critics and rejection letters and it’s not arrogance 
but necessary armour. I sometimes think I’m Dorothy Parker, Oscar Wilde and 
George Bernard Shaw all rolled into one – and that’s on a bad day! 

Nowadays, the trend is for writerly circles to preface their achievements with 
humility. You can recognise the ungenuine by a particular brand of self-deprecation 
and humblebragging laid on with a trowel: ‘oh, here I am banging on about my 
successes again,’ or ‘I’m sure you’re sick of me, but…’ But writers shouldn’t bow 
down to convention. The drawback with communities is that they expect 
conformity. 

Group politics are so unforgiving of those who stray. Most of us have witnessed 
a writer who omits female authors from their book lists being taken down on 
Twitter by a pack of outraged women writers. It’s perfectly valid to point out the 

ARTS
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omission, but the pile-on of an 
entire faction is tantamount to 
bullying. 

In spite of my reservations 
about communities, there are 
still many writers I admire 
who were part of a collective. 
Dorothy Parker was a 
founding member of the 
Algonquin Round Table, a 
vast gathering of writers, 
critics and actors. They played word games that led to some of Parker’s most 
famous witticisms such as ‘You can lead a horticulture but you can’t make her 

think.’ But even Parker eventually became disenamoured and pointed out, ‘Think 
who was writing in those days – Lardner, Fitzgerald, Faulkner and Hemingway. 
Those were the real giants. The Round Table was just a lot of people telling jokes 
and telling each other how good they were.’ The last phrase is so telling. The echo 
chamber of the modern literary community keeps informing every writer of the 
greatness of their work. 

I was recently asked by a journalist about the thriving writing community in 
Northern Ireland. If community refers to a disparate group who hardly ever see 
each other in person, then it might be argued that it exists, but I suspect she was 
envisioning some halcyon writers’ movement like the Brat Pack in 90s America. 
Journalists seem to think we writers are hanging out in East Belfast like it was the 
Left Bank in twenties Paris. These days, #writingcommunity is so ubiquitous 
online, it makes me wonder when #writingcommunityNI will appear. If so, it will 
be a Twitter construct; virtual reality trumping reality.   

That’s not to say you have to be a maverick à la Bukowski. There are writers I 
individually trust and respect and whose 
company I enjoy, but the danger of any large 
writing circle is that it excludes freethinkers. 
The funniest thing is that when writers talk of 
their splendid community, they sound as 
though they’re referring to a corporation – 
Writers Inc. (or should that be ink?). Above 
all, it’s worth remembering that belonging to 
a wider writing community will probably not 
improve your fiction and will only encourage 
you to conceal your thoughts. As George 
Orwell said, ‘If liberty means anything at all, 
it means the right to tell people what they do 
not want to hear.’

The spirits #66 – The Algonquin by Richard Godwin

g



27 
FORTNIGHT @ 51

This is a bit unfortunate, as in my job I have to write a lot: teaching materials, 
journal articles, conference papers. I’m even expected to produce the occasional bit 
of creative writing, just to prove that I can actually do the subject I teach. So being 
the overthinking type, I’ve been analysing what exactly is going on with me. 

I’ve been at the writing game a long time. It’s nearly thirty years since I had my 
first short story published. I’ve kept at it while working full-time, raising a family, 
caring for elderly parents, and coping with health scares and bereavement. Writing 
is a strange mixture of practicality and creativity: you have to keep the door open 
for ideas to come in, and make the space for them to grow and develop. But you 
also have to do the hard yards of getting those ideas into some sort of shape – 
putting the words on the page, slogging through the first draft, editing and cutting 
and reshaping. I’ve always been a fan of the graft of writing, but recently I’ve 
become aware of something strange: I get nervous before I start writing, to the 
extent that it takes real emotional effort to get started at all. 

So let me walk you through the feeling: I’ve something I must write. There’s no 
choice. I’ve a deadline and everything. Luckily I have the self-discipline to get 
myself sitting at the keyboard. But then I notice the nerves, the adrenaline. It feels 
weirdly like the sensation I had as I stood in the crowd of runners before my one 
and only marathon. On that morning in Belfast in 2014 I had a certain degree of 
confidence, as I had prepared physically with long weeks of training. I was pretty 
sure I had the mental stamina to complete it. I was realistic about what my 

Feel the fear  
(and write it anyway) 
Heather Richardson 
 
Heather Richardson is a novelist and academic

Some writers love writing. They spend their non-
writing time longing to get back to their keyboard 
or Moleskin notebook. To Stephen King a day 
without writing is like a day without sunshine. 
Other writers may not be quite so passionate, but 
they approach the task with diligence and 
doggedness, clocking up an agreed number of 
hours or word count each day. I used to be in the 
diligent and dogged camp – it’s how I got two 
novels written – but now I don’t much  
like writing at all.  
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performance would be like – I knew I was not a good runner and that my time 
would be terrible (and it was – I came fifth from last). And I knew that I had several 
hours of slog and pain in front of me. 

Getting an hour or two’s writing done is in no way as arduous as running a 
marathon, so what’s the explanation for those nerves, and how can I learn to live 
with them? Ann Patchett, in her brilliant essay ‘The Getaway Car: a practical 
memoir about writing and life’, suggests it’s the knowledge that what we write will 
fall far short of what we aspire to. As she says, ‘Only a few of us are going to be 
willing to break our own hearts by trading in the living beauty of imagination for 
the stark disappointment of words.’ Professor Joli Jensen has another take on it in 
her book Write no Matter What: ‘Writing can trigger two demons we need to find 
ways to befriend: unrealistic hopes of being understood and admired, and 
unrealistic fears of being mercilessly attacked.’ The message from both Patchett and 
Jensen is that there’s a deep emotional underpinning to anxiety around writing, 
and while the intensity of the feeling might be disproportionate, there is a rational 
explanation at the core of it. Our instinct is to avoid things that make us feel bad 
– whether that’s engaging in gruelling exercise or producing a piece of mediocre 
writing. To achieve anything, we have to fight against that self-protecting instinct.  

So what’s the solution? Patchett is a firm fan of the ‘just do it’ approach: ‘Do you 
want to do this thing? Sit down and do it. Are you not writing? Keep sitting there. 
Does it not feel right? Keep sitting there. Think of yourself as a monk walking the 
path to enlightenment. Think of yourself as a high school senior wanting to be a 
neurosurgeon. Is it possible? Yes. Is there some shortcut? Not one I’ve found.’ Jensen 
takes a softer approach and suggests ‘we think of our writing projects as pets waiting 
patiently for their daily walk.’ While I know Patchett is right, Jensen’s philosophy 
appeals to me more. It lowers the temperature, reduces the stakes. And there’s 
something about a regular, habitual encounter that gets us used to the emotional 
discomfort. When I stagger up to my weekly Parkrun the pre-race nerves are 
probably there somewhere, but I don’t notice them any more simply because it’s so 
much of a habit. Habit-forming practice is obviously something that works for me. 
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I’m currently on a 262-day streak with the Duolingo language-learning app, and 
although most days I’m bored and infuriated with it – I really don’t care if Senora 
Perez quiere comprar los zapatos rojos – I keep doing it every day so as not to break 
my streak. It occurred to me what I really need is an app that rewards daily writing 
practice. For a brief moment I entertained ideas of making my fortune by 
developing such an app, until I remembered that I have no skills in either fortune-
making or app development. As a back-to-basics alternative I use the Pages function 
on my phone to write some rambling words each day, and reward myself with a 
gold star for every fifty words. My streak record on this isn’t quite as good as my 
Duolingo, but it’s building the habit – albeit a grudging one.  

If that all seems a little negative, historian Patricia Limerick has some words of 
wisdom, advising us to think of our writing as a ‘challenging craft, not as existential 
trauma’, modelling our emotional response to our work on carpenters and other 
artisans. Now I’m pretty sure that even the most skilled carpenter has a tremor of 
nerves before cutting into a beautifully seasoned piece of wood for the first time. 
Let’s face it, they have more cause to be nervous than a writer. We have a delete 
button to get rid of our mistakes, after all. But it’s not a bad frame of mind to 
adopt. It can put Jensen’s demons in their place if we approach our writing simply 
as an opportunity to get better at it, rather than stress over the merit or value of 
what we write.  

When it boils down to it, the world doesn’t really need what I write. Literature 
is a wonderful thing, but there’s plenty of it around already, and there are better 
writers than I producing new work. Rather than let that thought discourage me, 
maybe I can use it to give me some perspective on those pre-writing nerves. What 
I want to say really isn’t that important in the great scheme of things. So l might as 
well say it anyway.
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Not so ‘acted’ with meaning 
the women of Helen Warner 
Cian O’Neill 
 
Cian O’Neill is an Irish writer/painter and a longstanding contributor to Fortnight, 
including criticism

Helen Warner has more stories to tell in pictures and film than her 
own, which is fascinating in itself. Born in rural Surrey, England in 
the early 80s to an English Air Force father and mother from the 
North, she was relocated to near Toulouse at the age of 5, lost her 
father in a flight-test air crash at 13, didn’t fit in, left France for 
Surrey to complete her ‘A’ levels at 17, then moved to Belfast at 18 to 
attend Queen’s University.  Feeling less of an outsider for once yet 
lacking academic direction, she worked rather more on her social life 
than her books in her undergraduate days, making use of the 

invaluable Queen’s Film Theatre and the fecund social whirl of the alternative 
playground pubs and endless house parties of student-land, finding herself 
somehow perfectly at home in a Belfast she had never even visited as a child. 

Now orienting herself within herself, she then took an 
academic (non-practical) Masters in cinema at 
Queen’s, before heading off to Berlin in ’07, where she 
was soon taking innumerable snaps of people she spun 
with in the night-town world of characters, loons and 

bruised beauties one only finds in the wee quiet 
chambers of long, soft evenings. She found community 
in this demi-monde but was drawn back to her chosen-
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Still from ‘Stigma’ 
© Helen Warner’
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home-coterie of South Belfast makers within a year, with a camera 
trained. Not actually trained, though – her father handed her her first 
manual camera at the age of ten and she was always snapping the day-
to-day, but she didn’t go to art college and photography wasn’t 
something she really thought of as a practice until she moved to Belfast, 
where the experience of living in a ‘weird’ and centuries old weir-
keeper’s cottage ‘petrified’ her so much (with sleep paralysis, lucid 
dreaming and so on) she did that clever thing of steering into the 
feeling and making art out of it, producing pastoral, sensually cold, 
broadly ‘Gothic’ portraits of beautiful women as wraiths, faeries, 
goddesses and Butoh contortionists caught in dawn-gold washes of 
light. These early photos are almost shockingly well-framed for someone who 
hadn’t used a darkroom and professes limited technical / gear knowledge and 
used but one old digital Canon 5 camera. The work had dark currents but never 
disappointed the eye with its spectacle of, almost exclusively, female beauty. Yet 
then, somehow the change to moving pictures. The thread? Having worked in 
local TV briefly before going to Berlin, upon her return to Belfast she began 
collaborating with a nascent film-making scene around the city, e.g. taking stills 
on-set then making storyboards, and when enough people had expressed an 
interest in seeing something she might make, she made something, showed it 
round and got a break, with funding for a short film, ‘Pollen’.  Many screenings, 
nominations and plaudits later, she made the more complex ‘Stigma’ (also filmed 
up near her ‘lucky stretch’ by Ardglas – St. John’s Point, in North Down), 
followed by the psych-body art-horror ‘Arena’ (all are recommended), and is now 
working on her first feature from her home in South Belfast. It’s a story of 
dislocation, relocation, loss, life and living found in art but also an uncommon 
shift from one medium to one adjacent which evinces uncommon command, 
range and plasticity. That said, one can’t make all the time, and on the balmy 
June-time day we spoke, the work wasn’t coming. 

Still from ‘Whitemischief’ 
© Helen Warner’
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C: Can we use the ‘b’ word? HW: ‘Block’? Well I suppose it’s like a blank 
page, but I call it ‘the void’ more! C: It happens us all. What about 
the other ‘b’ word, Belfast, why’d you move over? HW: I had this 
romantic notion full of folk singers and then I arrived and it was like, 
f**k, this is kind of different(!), but having said that, there’s a 
kindness here, it’s unique, it’s so easy to create a network, especially 
compared to France, which is hard.  C: It just didn’t work out there? 
HW: Well, my father dying like that, and then looking after my 
mother in the aftermath, and later for her last five years here in 
Belfast, was hard. Sometimes now I do think maybe I carry a lot of 
unprocessed feeling about things, like we all do, I suppose. C: So to 
be a little blunt, this is where the ‘Gothic’ comes in? HW: I think 
the photos really started with being in that weir-keeper’s cottage, 
because it was so weird, it was a crazy time. But now I look at the 
work and sort of cringe a bit because it was a moment of that sort of 
thing, like Victoriana and I wonder is this a trend, is it worthy, what 
is it saying, is it too fashionable? I wasn’t sure why I was doing it. 
These are the walls I came up against, so I transitioned and started 
using going organic, using textures, materials. All my outdoor stuff 
is naturally lit and I have a handle on finding places and the right 
time with the light I want. People can get lost in the gear in any 
medium, but the technical is only a means to an end for me. I have 
a Roloflex camera I’d like to use one day, and even though my work 
is about a moment, I have a little bit of that ‘imposter’ thing  where 
I think, well am I a fine art photographer given that I don’t use film, 
does it matter if it doesn’t have a conceptual starting point? Is it 
fashion? I mean I like (fashion photographers) Steven Miesel, Tim 
Walker, and I love Alexander McQueen but that seems like a high 
water-mark of designers making a whole world, but now it’s just 
money so I don’t look at fashion anymore. C: Yet your subjects are 
almost always beautiful women, so is it similarly idolatrous? HW: 
Totally, I mean in France everyone was so beautiful and svelte and I 
was pale and felt a bit of an alien, yet I think I was idealising women, 
which is bad to say now. People ask why my models were stick-insects 
and the questions accumulate but you know, women are just 
beautiful. I’ve photographed people covered in paint and colour, even 
black paint, and you wonder now about how that will be seen but I 
was just trying to make a fantastical creature. C: Myth-making? HW: 
I’m quite tactile, but sometimes I feel like I’m not really living or I’m 
hiding myself, so the artifice is all part of that, as is the mental health 
side too of what you’re hiding away. C: But you don’t shy from having 
the ‘ugly’ or dark with the beautiful. HW: There’s such a fine line, 
but I think beauty lies in the equilibrium of both, it’s like our minds, 
and the light, and I push the line but it’s part of the reason why I use 
the models I do because they do have a particular beauty, but you 
can bask in it too much. There is a lot of spirituality in it, like in the 
way they’re all looking up, I think that’s where all of life’s mysteries 
lie, though we already know them in a way!  Still from ‘Solstice 

© Helen Warner’

Still from ‘Plasticd’ 
© Helen Warner’
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C: So to come to the shift into film, how did that happen? HW: I happened to 
know someone who could help with funding, and I was lucky, but the start 
with the funding seemed to frame me as an ‘experimental’ film-maker, and I 
studied film, and I’m not that. With photography of people you are in a way 
directing and in a way I think it was a great platform for working in film. C: 
Did having the masters in cinema maybe help you be less insecure about 
engaging with it? HW: Probably, but also bearing in mind that I don’t act as 
Director of Photography on my films, I still storyboard everything, so I have 
control. C: Does having (regular) collaborators help free up your thinking about 
the process? HW: Maybe, I’ve been lucky my with my DP and Die Hexen 
(performance / soundtrack artist and neighbour) and they’re incredible, and 
also good friends. C: It seems like you can get put off by the trends and fashion 
in film that you don’t want to be caught up in. HW: The feature idea is loosely 
based on St. Jermaine, who was from near where I grew up in France, and her 
mad story, how some thought she was marked by the Beast and so on. C: So 
like in ‘Stigma’, with the woman as an outlier, a myth, a ghost, a perceived 
malefactor? HW: In my old village there was a homeless couple that moved 
into this derelict wine-press nearby and I was afraid of them for no reason 
(which was terrible but really about the unknown) and people gossiped about 
how it was bad they were there until the gendarmes eventually ‘moved (them) 
on their way’. So, I saw the darkness in myself and other people and there’s 
nervousness about people and the status quo from that but whatever the woman 
in ‘Stigma’ is, she’s a catalyst for change. I relate, like sometimes I think people 
think I’m a weird hermit even though they’re probably just thinking about 
themselves! That said, being that in a foreign country, an observer, I think that’s 
why I have this thing about these lone women. C: Why the odd poise of many 
of your protagonists, their tension, their somehow screaming silence? HW: 
Shock creates silence and I think sometimes there’s more emotion when it’s not 
so ‘acted’ with meaning. What I find difficult is the space between it being 
quite ‘art-house’ like ‘Pollen’ and more narrative like ‘Stigma’  because people 
aren’t as comfortable with a narrative film if it’s in-between somehow. That’s 
where I’m stuck – I’m driven by the visual but people get frustrated if they don’t 
get a message or the language, especially if they’ve paid money! I think the long 
takes of ‘Arena’ open a space for ideas to come into peoples’ minds but reviews 
differed and I can understand if some people find that frustrating, like they 
want the story to move on. It’s maybe not my proudest moment but it’s a scary 
business, film, it’s not as private as photography. C: Will you take photos again? 
HW: Maybe, I have a sketchbook of photo ideas and I got some canvases lately 
and I’m looking at them wondering about doing that!  

C: What will you be doing in ten years’ time? HW: I really have no idea right now.

Films: https://vimeo.com/164081030;  

https://vimeo.com/491161471;  

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=OdQF

rZgDnBA 

Instagram: @helen_warner_
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Why I write in the Irish 
language 
Seán Ó Muireagáin 
 
Seán Ó Muireagáin is an Irish language expert and fiction writer 

When people ask me why I write in the 
Irish language I’m torn between telling 
them the long answer that will actually 
explain why or the short answer which 
extricates me from a conversation I don’t 
really believe the other person wants to 
have. So, I’m going to give the long answer 
here in writing, and in English, which is 
highly unusual for me, as I never write in 
English these days. Luckily, this will 
probably not be read by many people in 
the Irish language world. 

I started writing in Irish for myself, to improve and help 
enrich my spoken Irish, especially through poetry, which is 
a great way of expanding vocabulary. The first real time I 
wrote in Irish was for university essays, but my Irish was so 
bad back then, I was always marked down because of the 
horrific grammar and multiple spelling mistakes. Of course, 
I had a choice to write them in English, but chose not to. 
Anyway, I persisted and eventually my Irish essay writing 
improved.  

Another deeper truth is that my English was even worse 
than my Irish. I could read but not write. I once showed an 
English lecturer a few poems I had written in English and 
he told me, in no uncertain terms, that they were puerile and 
without form. I stopped writing in English thereafter. But it 
was the most important criticism anyone could have given 
me. I now knew what puerility looked like and that I should 
endeavour to avoid it in the future.  



ARTS

35 
FORTNIGHT @ 51

The trouble with starting to write is the lack of knowledge of 
the craft. And I soon discovered that academia was the worst 
place to learn that craft. Academics are like doctors and solicitors 
in that respect; they use a form of closure language that excludes 
the ignorant and less-educated, even in Irish. They talk of 
‘declensions’ and ‘conjugated verbs’, without explaining that 
these words only mean ‘groups’ or ‘forms of the verb’. Believe 
me, the Irish language versions are even more unfathomable: 
forainmneacha réamhfhoclacha or aidiachtaí sealbhacha, but, even 
so, I loved them. 

There was one time I tried to translate a science book for a 
post-primary school readership, but all it did was expose my 
failings. The dreaded genitive case! I knew I had to overcome 
the grammar blockade if I wanted to write. I set to it with vigour and 
conscientiousness and although it took me years, I finally got there.  

Overcoming the obstacles of grammar was enlightening. I was able to 
see how simple grammar really is. It’s a little like rudimentary maths with 
a set of rules that are pretty linear in construction.  And if explained in 
simple terms they really aren’t so difficult; exceptions always break the rules, 
but they are the exceptions. 

So, now armed with a better knowledge of the genitive case and grammar 
in general, I started writing in Irish. As I mentioned earlier, poetry was my 
first foray into writing. I was doing it for two reasons, firstly, to enrich my 
own language and, secondly, to allow me to examine my own beliefs and 
ideas.  

I was gradually learning that the things I’d held to be true. even when I 
questioned them, dissolved under the assault, albeit, the very limited assault 
of my infertile intellect. I began to understand the puerility of some of my 
own beliefs and ideas.  

I also learned how much in thrall I was to my emotional intelligence – 
emotional memory in particular. I was writing poetry and learning at the 
same time. And the more I wrote the more I learned about myself. I started 
to enjoy the process more than the product.  

Coming to terms with who you thought you were and who you are 
becoming is a slow and laborious process, but a very worthwhile one. No matter 
how long it takes, you should always try to know yourself. It turns out that you’re 
just a reflection of the society you are brought up in, and when you use this 
knowledge to write about others, it turns out they are more similar to you than 
you could have ever imagined. 

I didn’t know I was a storyteller, but growing up in West Belfast from 1961 until 
now, I found that I had quite a few stories to tell. But I also understood that I 
wanted to fictionalise my stories. Because writing in Irish gave me more anonymity, 
I could redraw the characters in a form I could mould, adding some tiny grain of 
truth to it, as it came from my own life experience.  

The principal truth about story telling is that most of the people in stories are 
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differing versions of the writer’s own personality or who the writer thinks they are; 
the multifaceted images that make up the whole person. I do steal traits from 

friends and acquaintances, but feeling and thoughts are almost always my own, 
even the most horrific emotions revealed through a character.    

But creating characters is what makes writing so much fun, especially in Irish. 
You can give them your worst traits or your best traits, but either way, they are 
all coming out of your imagination and you own them in every sense.  

I really like my characters, even the nastiest of them. It’s like I gave them life 
and they are my children. Which leads to another truth. When someone criticises 
your children, it hurts, even in the Irish language. You feel it in your gut and 
head. It implies that your creation is flawed and therefore you are flawed. But I 
refer you to my earlier remark about criticism as it’s the only literary mechanism 
that will encourage your literary growth.  

I now have two collections of short stories published and am currently working 
on a novel. I still write poems which even get published from time to time, and 
songs too. When I look back to my younger, mostly illiterate youthful self, I 
could never have imagined reaching this place in my writing life. The Irish 
language gave me that.  

After all is said and done, I now write in Irish for very different reasons. I still 
enhance my own linguistic skills and still delve into my own personality, but 

now I write to encourage the growing craving for the Irish language revival.  
The Irish language needs writers, especially from the Gaeltacht areas, so that 

Irish speakers all over the world can have a wide and diverse selection of books in 
Irish in every genre available in English. A living language is only alive when it’s 
spoken, written and read. I have lived my life through Irish from I was 18 years 
old and for the most part it’s been wonderfully nourishing. It has kept me fed and 
warm and employed, and kept me entertained with years of parties, festivals, fun 
and frolics. If by writing a few books I can add to the life and longevity of the Irish 
language which has given me so much, then I will be happy. g
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Mainly because each time I’d hear of the imminent brain death or at least 
vegetative state of my livelihood, there was always the faint chance that I might be 
living in the era where it’s true. That I might witness its death. Or worse, that I 
might be the cause. Jesus, I mean even a clock is right twice a day so when some 
random person would inform me that they went to a play once in their entire 
lifetime and hadn’t really been that impressed. And ergo the only conclusion 
possible was that all theatre is shite, I used to get so worried about BEING THE 
ONE RESPONSIBLE for the shite, I didn’t have the heart to reply ‘Really? That’s 
funny. I still watch me telly despite ‘Naked Jungle’ (starring Keith Chegwin) and 
‘Manimal’. I, like others, got on with the job of trying to keep the bloody thing 
alive. Off I went, an eejit with jazz hands and sickle toes flouncing around with a 
defibrillator. Like I was the ‘Night’s Watch’ of Hollyweird. ‘Stand clear, charging’, 
futooom, ‘and we have a sinus rhythm! Thank Christ!’ And there the old dame 
would gamely rise, Fosse necking her way through the crowds in a backless paper 
gown, a bedpan on her head, singing ‘I’m Still Here!’ Only to be tackled by security 
before she blinds us all by taking a bow.   

And all of this was true up until the past few weeks. Please note the past tense. 
Because pardon me, and I might be wrong here but there seems to have been quite 
the shift. I mean I don’t want to be too previous but were you paying attention? 

I never quite got bored with being told 
that theatre is dead. That what I decided 
to do for a living was obsolete. Kaput. 
Also, I never got bored with people telling 
me there’s no money in it. As if, in fact, 
that was news to me or I’d never quite 
grasped the ability to count. I never felt 
the need to stifle a yawn when someone would tell me that they 
would have done ‘the acting’, that at school they were amazing 
in an all-male version of The Vagina Monologues. But that they 
selflessly decided ‘not to sponge off society, and got a real job 
instead’.  It was never boring. Stimulating actually. Throw in the 
Pandemic and Dominic frigging Cummings and you’d be 
stimulated right up the vomitorium.

Showtime 
Abbie Spallen 
 
Abbie Spallen is a multi award winning writer, actor and film producer

@51
rtnightfo
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Stand down everybody. The old girl of theatre has never been in such good shape. 
What a babe.  So entertaining.  So immersive and very inclusive.  Oh lordy, this is 
Arts Council Proposal wet dream inclusivity.  They’ll get ALL the grants.  Because 
have we or have we not just witnessed the most exquisite theatre of the absurd, of 
cruelty and war?  Sixteen genres in one.  In a courtroom no less.  In Fairfax. A 
veritable rollercoaster of a motion picture live event. This is the greatest showbiz 
innovation since the summer blockbuster and ‘Deep Throat’.  And boy, have we 
all been played.   

Gloria Steinem said “Any woman who chooses to behave like a full human being 
should be warned that the armies of the status quo will treat her as something of a 

dirty joke”. Well. Didn’t they just?  I’ve never seen a better spectacle.  Let me put 
it like this. The absolute heightened state of the creation of theatrical art 

manifests itself in something like a hum; a musical note, contained and 
constant, beckoning us all to an alternative threshold, a hinterland if you 
like, onto which we ache to walk.  Think of stories you like.  Goodfellas, 
Sopranos, Taxi Driver, Joker.  We know those people are flawed but their 

‘hinterland’ is made so attractive that we are drawn to them, we want 
to step right on it.  Did you notice the costumes?  His.  Why did he 
dress like one of those guys?  A Goodfella?  Because that was the 
hinterland on offer.  No pirates today.  The entrance to Bob Marley’s 
‘War’.  Because Marley was a hero too and dead and everybody loved 
that dude. Was he told not to play Manson?  Would that not have 
worked so well?  The interactions with the lawyers; the cutie and the 
funny guy.  The lumpy stenographer.  Tony Soprano loved ducks.  
A ‘lawyer acquaintance of mine downtown’ told me that lawyers 
and parties aren’t actually supposed to indulge in any commentary 
that isn’t testimony. That this trial was a constant, grotesque (their 
words) mime show of reactionary face pulling and whispering.  
That lawyers and parties are required to be mostly inscrutable, and 
the witness is entitled to give their evidence without fabricated 
outrage being projected at everything they say. Really? That a 

decent judge shouldn’t tolerate it.  That criminal defendants can be 
sent back down to the cells for excessive face pulling and muttering 

during testimony against them. Wasn’t the candy thing so cute? And 
then we have all that work behind the scenes. I’ve never seen such a 
wonderful example of community drama.  Much of it done for free. 
All those men.  And women.  All remembering their nursery rhymes.  
‘Sticks and stones will break your bones but on Twitter we can doxx 
you’.  

Because it’s OK to text what you’d do to her corpse but ‘you can’t 
say anything these days’.  I mean you can talk about setting her on 
fire but you can’t even say twelve angry men.  That there are twelve 

angry men.  Or that twelve men are angry.  You can 
talk about her body in the boot of a Honda 

Civic but men aren’t angry.  Not all men.  

Roisin Gallagher in Lally the Scut 
at the Mac, Belfast 

PHOTO: CIARAN BAGNALL
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Because all men or some men ‘can’t say anything these days’ turns out you can say 
what you’ll do to her dead body to make sure she’s dead.  In fact…if the population 
of the world is 7.9 billion and over half of that is women then we’re probably only 
talking about one percent of 3.5 billion which is about 35 million which is…
THAT’S outrageous!  You can’t say that.  30? 25?  ‘You can’t say anything these 
days’.  You can call the mother of your children a ‘French extortionist cxxx’.  How 
about 15 million or 10 or 7.  1?  75 thousand?  Fifty?  Forty?  Twenty? I mean that’s 
a football match.  ‘You can’t say anything these days.’  You can call her a flappy fish 
market but you cannot say all men are angry or twelve men are angry or twelve 
angry men were there.  And they may get around these…five men. To every bar, 
club, late night street, frat party.  You can’t say anything about them.  Because ‘you 
can’t say anything these days’.     

ARTS

But what we can say, definitively is that theatre is back.  ‘And by the time anyone 
realises?  Pffffft…just like that’ equilibrium will have been restored.  How much 
do you bet that somewhere right now, a meeting is being arranged to discuss acts 
two, three and four? How to fix that lighting? It was awful, dude looked like 
Lovejoy.  What would it take?  A couple of blondes and a red?  A gaffer…locations 
manager would be ideal.  To talk to the locals. Sign waivers.  No unions, reps, 
contracts.  But hey, product placement, tie-ins, merch, look at Dior!  My dog stood 
on a bee.  It’s already on a T.  There’s a producer of some experience available with 
lots of time on his hands.  Mr Spacey, Mr Warner.  Gentlemen to the stage.  Please 
stand by.  The house is now open.  This is your five-minute call.  
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When I went off to college – the first in my family 
to go – Mom sold the terraced house she couldn’t 
afford and moved to a one-bedroom apartment. She 
took the bed; my younger brother slept on the sofa. 
When I visited, Mom and I took turns using the bed 
and my brother slept on the floor. When I graduated, 
I didn’t have enough money for a deposit on a flat. 
Two of the three jobs I’d been holding down were at 
the college and ended with my studies. I found an 
empty room on campus and lived there illegally for 
months while I sorted myself out. There was no one 
to loan me money, no one to help me into a job or 
internship. It was all up to me. 

When asked what it’s like to be an artist from the 
working class, I usually explain that for me there was 
no safety net. And that knowledge, that no one will 
catch me if I fall, created in me a constant hum of 
tension which is the mortal enemy of creative thought. 
Of course, people rarely do ask; class is an awkward 
topic. Identity politics, focusing on the individual 
rather than on analysing the structures that keep the 
powerful in place, has made discussions of class even 
more difficult. 

This is precisely why we need books like The 32: An 
Anthology of Irish Working-Class Voices. Patterned after 
Common People, a British anthology edited by Kit de 
Waal (2019), The 32 contains essays by Irish writers 
with working class roots. Sixteen of these are 
established authors; the remaining sixteen, emerging 
artists. Like Common People, this book is a crowd-
funded project published by Unbound. The new 
writers in the British anthology have received support 
in the forms of one-on-one mentorship, introductions 
to agents and publishers and free entrance to 
conferences. A similar programme is promised for the 
newbies in The 32. The Arts Council of Northern 
Ireland and the Irish Writers’ Centre are among the 
organisations involved in this effort. 

In his introduction, Editor Paul McVeigh quotes 
dreadful statistics concerning working class 
involvement in the arts and writes: 

I can think of a number of people who are the 
most talented I’ve ever met in their field...who 
gave up because they couldn’t afford to be an 
artist. Think of those talents unused, those 
seminal works of art lost. 

Though he doesn’t mention it by name, McVeigh 
eloquently makes the case for a Basic Income for 
Artists, a pilot scheme for which has been promised 
by the current Irish government. 

The 32 differs from the Culture Matters anthologies 
of working class writing (edited by Jenny Farrell) in 
that, rather than poems or stories, this book delivers 
thirty two essays on the experience of being working 
class. The most successful pieces use that prompt as a 
launch pad, then soar in whatever direction the writer 
fancies.   

uncommon voices   
Susan Millar DuMars  
Susan Millar DuMars is an Irish-American poet  
and short fiction author 
 
  
The 32: 
An anthology of Irish working-
class voices 
edited by Paul McVeigh  
Unbound, £9.99, pp 302  
PB: 978-1-800180-24-6 
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Many describe people who impacted on the writer’s 
sense of self. In Kevin Barry’s thoughtful “The 
Gaatch”, a teacher tells his students to: 

struggle with all our resources not to be placed 
in the boxes that were waiting for us.  

In Theresa Ryder’s touching piece “Finding Words”, 
the central figure is her dad, who hid his illiteracy from 
all but his wife until after his death. I was struck by 
how many strong essays about fathers are included.  
Among the best are entries by Roddy Doyle and Linda 
McGrory. 

June Caldwell’s raucously authentic voice enlivens 
“Geepads”, about the mystery and expense 
surrounding periods: 

As twelve-year-old girls...we weren’t 
confident or unrepressed enough to 
normalise the tiny chaos happening 
in our bodies, or the body politic that 
was pulling it along. 

Rosaleen McDonagh’s powerful 
“Nostalgia” reflects on the past, present 
and future of Irish Travellers. Brought 
to the National Gallery to view Yeats’ 
paintings of Travellers, she writes: 

A rage came upon me, feeling like 
spaces like this had always been 
closed off to people like me.  Nonetheless, here 
we were on the walls, made sterile, immobile and 
objectified...The paintings reminded me of 
places where often strangers would stop their 
cars to photograph us. 

The Troubles hover like a bad smell over many of the 
memoir pieces.  I felt a physical relief when two 
authors, Martin Doyle and Lyra McKee, faced that 
topic directly and articulately. McKee’s piece is an 
extract from The Lost Boys, the book she was working 
on when she was murdered. It scalds my heart that this 
blunt, brilliant voice on Northern Ireland has been 
silenced. Her essay is a must-read. 

The pieces I related to most were about minding 
the gap between a working class home life and the 
middle class worlds of academia and the arts. Strong 
on this subject are Mark Gregg, Michael Nolan, Riley 
Johnston and especially Trudie Gorman, in her 

exquisite offering “The In-Between”. 

I am the in-between girl. I straddle a life 
between my middle-class school and my council-
estate home. I meet new people. They have cars 
and go on family holidays and wear designer 
school bags. I learn words like ‘skanger’ and 
‘scumbag’ and ‘knacker’. 

For sheer audacity and wit, read Dave Lordan’s 
“Revelations” and Alison Martin’s “Where Turkeys Fly 
and Horses Race”. Each is a rush of rich language and 
hilarious observation. 

The quality of these essays varies. There are a couple 
that read like outlines for essays, and a couple more 

bogged down by abstractions, as if the 
writer was concerned with sounding like 
a writer rather than sounding like 
themselves. However, there are more than 
enough gems to compensate. 

The voices of Northern Ireland 
Unionists are almost entirely absent. 
There is a possible rationale for this; this 
book is for Irish Voices, and Loyalists 
might perhaps find homes in British 
anthologies. Yet I feel this is a regrettable 
omission. Beyond the sad clichés of burly 
men with Union Jack tattoos are many 
working class Protestants with similar 

backgrounds, featuring outside toilets and emigration, 
to their Catholic counterparts; whose fears of a united 
Ireland concern not the Pope but their pensions and 
the NHS, and how they’d survive without either. 
Working class concerns. I know this because, through 
my mother, I’m related to many such people. Would 
it not have been possible to build a bridge – a tiny, 
pedestrian bridge – by emphasising what all Northern 
Irish working class people have in common? 

Of course, no book can do everything. This one 
does a lot, by illuminating the pains, joys and 
contradictions of Irish working class life. It draws our 
attention to sixteen fine new writers – I’m sorry not 
to have named them all here, for each brings 
something wonderful to the party. The 32 asks the 
question, what’s it like to be an artist from the working 
class? For that alone, it’s precious. g

Lyra McKee, contributor to The 32
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Exile and return 
Wendy Erskine 

Wendy Erskine is a writer from Belfast 
  
The Apparitions 

Anne Devlin  
Arlen House, pb £13.00, pp142   
PB 978-1-85132-275-6 

In the shortest story of The Apparitions, Rosaleen 
arrives – eventually – at the London flat of a younger 
friend who has recently ended a relationship. The two 
women eat pasta, drink wine, reminisce, talk. It’s a 
story told for the most part in free direct speech and 
the dialogue of these women, rather than offer 
evasion, circumlocution and Pinteresque pauses, 
articulates their thoughts with precision and clarity. 
‘It’s a fallacy,’ the young friend says, ‘that if you express 
pain people will be moved by it. A very small number 
of people will be moved. Another group will add to 
it. Most people will not feel anything at all.’   

Called ‘Under the Westway’, this story deals with 
broken relationships, exile and return, and the 
inescapable past. It is about getting lost, literally and 
metaphorically. On route to her friend’s place, 
Rosaleen takes a detour to visit her old flat and 
subsequently finds herself in places both familiar and 
strange. ‘I couldn’t find out where I was supposed to 
go,’ she says. ‘I kept finding instead where I’d been. I 
wasn’t unconsciously getting lost. I was unconsciously 
finding where I’d been.’ 

This experience is emblematic of so many of the 
complex, nuanced – and often very funny - characters 
who people the stories of this collection.  Although in 
places like Germany, Sweden or Amsterdam, they are 
tethered to versions of themselves in other places, 
Belfast particularly, and at other times – often 
childhood. Devlin’s complex temporal structures mean 
that the stories are rarely linear for more than a few 
minutes’ of reading.  The past and the present co-exist, 
or more correctly, a range of pasts, is still brightly and 
often painfully present. In the title story of the 
collection, a cousin who killed herself appears on the 
road to the ferry: ‘Vera was there like softly falling 
snow adding up to something and then dissolving: a 
snow woman.’ An apparition.  

Depending on your point of view, one of the 
pleasures or challenges of reading a short story 
collection is the requirement to disengage and then 
recalibrate to a new world each time a story ends and 
a new one begins. Even if a collection is, say, fairly 
geographically circumscribed, there is usually still this 
imperative. And yet it is also true that, even when 
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stories are radically contrasting in form and subject 
matter, there is the hope that a collection will be 
greater than the sum of its parts, that the reader will 
experience a gestalt effect. The Apparitions is 
particularly satisfying in this respect because key 
elements are repeated across the stories: there are 
totemic objects; disorientation and dislocation; 
mothers and sons; women and mothers; academic life; 
lost cousins; theatre; political identity; broken 
relationships; exile and home; dressmaking, the year 
1969; snow. They are returned to again and again, so 
that embarking on a new story is less a recalibration 
and more akin to the movement of a fictive 
kaleidoscope, a reconfiguration of elements in a new 
and illuminating, unexpected way.  The overall impact 
is profound and moving.   

Many of these elements are seen in the story ‘Lamp.’  
A woman, whose husband has left her, is living back 
in Belfast with her son in a house that does not yet 
have a name and number. As in so many of the stories, 
Devlin blends brilliantly the quotidian and the wider 
political context: the central character hears the words 
Hutu and Tutsi on the news but is more familiar with 
the language of Zig and Zag, her son’s favourite TV 
breakfast time puppets. She notices when an alt-right 
slogan is painted over with Wet Wet Wet. Such 
juxtapositions are present too in the woman’s 
memories. She is prompted to share a glorious vignette 
of how as a child she was getting fitted for a play 
costume: ‘I am standing on the table with my back to 
the door, and my head is swathed in slippery but light 
cut-up parachute silk, god knows from where.’  In the 
midst of the pinning and draping, the news comes that 
internment has ended.   

As in other stories, there are conversations about 
theatre and acting, and a similar acute sense of 
unbearable psychological pressure: ‘she decided to 
write down the things that were happening to her. But 
she became afraid when she wrote down the words.  
So she tore the pages up into small pieces and buried 
them, in the flower pots in the garden. But the birds 
flew down and pulled the paper out of the soil. Even 
the birds knew.’ There is also an achingly tender 
presentation of the relationship between mother and 
young son. When they are playing bat and ball, the 

mother asks him, ‘why are you so sad?’ And he replies, 
‘Because you are so ill.’   

In ‘When in ’63 It Snowed’, a teacher asks what 
happens ‘if you write a paragraph but something else 
occurs to you, that belongs to the paragraph? What do 
you do?’ The advice he goes on to give is this: ‘Well, 
don’t go back and revise it, but find a way to return to 
the subject.’ This is what happens in this collection.  
Devlin finds various means of returning to significant 
issues of identity and loss, in order to examine these 
with the intelligence, depth and sensitivity one might 
expect from a prize-winning short story writer, 
playwright and screen writer of her calibre. Devlin 
offers no cheap wisdom and, it must be said, she 
presents stories that cannot be read casually. Rather, 
they require concentration and engagement: they 
demand an alertness to authorial choices in terms of 
stark shifts in narrative perspective, temporal 
suspensions, or integration of a range of pasts. The 
result however is a richly rewarding reading 
experience. 

Anne Devlin
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Pleasures of Enumeration 
Natasha Cuddington 
Natasha Cuddington is a poet. She lives in Belfast where 
she works as an editor, educator and events curator. Her 
début Each of us (our chronic alphabets) was published 
in 2018. With Ruth Carr, she co-edited Her Other 
Language: Northern Irish Women Writers Address 
Domestic Violence and Abuse (Arlen House: 2020).  
  
The Last Spring of the World 
Maureen Boyle  
Arlen House, £13, pp106   
ISBN 978–1–85132–272–5

At midpoint of the Heian period and court of 
Empress Teishi, waiting-maid Sei Shōnagon 
articulated the languorous pleasures of lists from the 
confines of its rooms. Her example, cited by Georges 
Perec’s THINK / CLASSIFY bears us to the 
enumerations modulated within The Pillow Book, her 
foundational assemblage of confab, list and poetry. 
Perec’s précis to Shōnagon’s praxis in The Penguin Book 
of Oulipo: Queneau, Perec, Calvino and the Adventure 
of Form suggests that “Shōnagon does not classify; she 
enumerates and then starts again.” This evocation 
brings us to feel her example as it elucidates any list’s 
subtle gifts. As formal venture, enumeration’s 
accidental collisions accrue to trace incidents and light 
scenes; its accumulations persist in the mind like 
litany. 

Without casting either as soubrette, like Shōnagon 
– floated from her rooms of cultural inheritance – 
Maureen Boyle makes her enumerations from within 
rooms never more tightly fit than during the 
pandemic. The Last Spring of the World – Boyle’s 
second expansive volume following The Work of a 
Winter – finds poet as antiquary of pillow talk, but 
also in a range of formal modes including lyric, 
epistolary, long poem and hybridities prose-poem-
memoir and essay-memoir. Unlike Shōnagon, whose 
inheritance as daughter, granddaughter of established 
poets undoubtedly vested her work with canonical 
intimacy – Boyle’s intimacy with received 
compositional tactic is less a matter of genetic 
inheritance and more result from a practice within 
pedagogy. The fluency of her transmissions might also 
be understood within praxis that began in childhood, 
recognised with “a UNESCO medal for a book of 
poems in 1979 at the age of eighteen.”  

It is no secret that Shōnagon’s family’s status as poet-
courtiers led to her service with the Emperor’s consort. 
Her opaque marital status however – means by which 
she augmented status, praxis – is contrasted with 
another fact of Boyle’s biography. With its dedication 
“for Malachi with love” The Last Spring of the World 
floats a thematic ballast across its chronology, 
conferring knowledge that the pillow talk we overhear 
is not only of star-crossed lovers – early intimacies 
prefigured by enumerations of its title poem, in which 
we are brought to:  

… ourselves as children again 
to the level of the earth to notice:   
new shoots on the hawthorn 
the tiny stars of stitchwort  
the twining richness of the vetch 

or ill-fated twining of poet and BF, to whom Boyle 
“wanted to lose [her] virginity on white linen sheets” 
or later, that mythic meeting at poem and river 
“Cydnus” of Cleopatra and Antony. What we are 
brought to is that sum of experience, star of marriage 
to memoirist Malachi O’Doherty. Overlaid with that 
“feast with Cleopatra” at which “Antony… was 
dazzled by an array of lights” Boyle proffers the prose-
poem-memoir “Here is my Space” conflating pillow 



and his wife Rose 
with their three children, 
Annie Marie, Evlin, baby Patrick 
and you.  

Most impactfully, we have the room of Boyle’s most 
private trauma – that of the “enucleation” suffered in 
her fifth year – in the essay-memoir “Luscus”. 
Crossing “Strabane” as locale, Boyle fixes this site as 
imaginative locus with the simple pronouncement 
that “the builder was from Strabane” further 
laminating man, room and traumatic loss as her 
father’s “HM Tidy Box” yields “a fragile piece of 
newsprint from “Strabane Weekly News” and “the 
following small paragraph”:   

A little girl, Maureen Boyle, daughter of Mr and Mrs 
Boyle, Liggartown, received a severe injury to her eye 
on Saturday last when a plastering trowel left on top 
of a wall by some workmen at her home accidentally 
fell down, striking the child on the face.  

Another room finds practitioner Lennox, venturing to 
divine the exact replica of Boyle’s loss in a “choosing 
[that] would begin” from “perfectly-organised trays”: 

He would begin to scan the strange spectrum… 
gather up a range of them, like a boy lifting 
coloured marbles, and hold them, one at a time… 
And it seemed to me that the movement of his 
fingers, deftly moving the first eye chosen back 
into his palm and another forward between thumb 
and forefinger, was done like a conjuring trick – 

With its ranges and strange spectrums, conjuring with 
cumulative effect, The Last Spring of the World attunes 
us to the tenderness of enumerations. Akin Shōnagon, 
Boyle has, with canonical deference, deftly succeeded 
in conveying the pleasures of her praxis and attentions. 
This question: in their surefootedness, have these 
textual ventures travelled from received modes enough 
to connote the “raw fact” of what Shōnagon cited as 
“Things that are far yet near – Paradise. / The course 
of a boat. / Relations between men and women” or the 
“gaping hole” of traumatic incident? Has The Last 
Spring of the World answered, with ample formal 
texture, its own pressured queries from within the 
tight rooms of pandemic: “How could there never be 
another spring? / How could we live without this?” 

45 
FORTNIGHT @ 51

books

g

talk with rooms of literary venture and formal areas of 
imaginative capability. 

Crucially, “Here is My Space” traces from inside a 
traumatic incident encountered by a figure who 
appears to be O’Doherty: 

In the Tenerife hotel, after a bath, you tell me I 
don’t know where I am. We open the door and look 
out as if the answer is waiting there. You ask me to 
ask you questions, and when you can’t remember 
the book you are writing, we head up the hill to 
the hospital. 

Somewhere between “not knowing if this is the start 
of a new type of life, the end of the old” we are made 
privy to what is often a delicate textual music, lovingly 
placed diction, as Boyle traces imaginative expanses of 
the rooms of memory. Here, private traumas are 
modulated not only through enumeration, but formal 
ventures of commemoration, elegy. We have the 
accretions of list added to compositional ventures that 
expand conjuration into sequence, including the 
aforementioned epistolary. In “The Nunwell Letter” 
spare lyric rooms “written at Nunwell House” mimic 
Boyle’s habitations – according to Sean H. McDowell 
– in “testimony to the strong marriage of John Donne 
and his wife Ann… dramatising her time… with an 
admirable depth of perception and feeling.”  

We also have tender transmissions for Boyle’s father, 
including “Bypass” as sequence, and poems “So 
Lightly Here” and “The House at Christmas” in which 
poet “imagine[s] him wandering / such stilled, cold 
rooms” where “the rest of the year we know / this 
secret of light is” and for Boyle’s grandfather, in long 
poem “Strabane” (reprinted as reprise of a 2020 
edition) and “Meeting my Granda on Google” in 
which “that little house / is the light from a dead star 
/ reaching all the way here”:  

I land up in the room 
of a little house in Donegal, 
West Donegal to be precise, 
in the Poor Law Union of Glenties, 
in the Division of Dawros, 
in the Barony of Boylagh, 
in the parish of Inishkeel, 
in the townland of Naran, 
in the house of labourer Peter McLoone 
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What’s wrong with his face? 
Phil Harrison 
Phil Harrison is a novelist and filmmaker. 
He lives in East Belfast.  
  
Belfast 
Film by Kenneth Branagh  

Then it’s August 1969. The film switches to 
monotonous grey, perhaps referencing Alfonso 
Cuarón’s Roma, another film memoir (that one during 
a troubled period in Mexico). We see it all largely 

Kenneth Branagh’s Belfast (2021) – 
winner of the Oscar for Best Original 
Screenplay and the BAFTA for 
Outstanding British Film – opens 
with a colourful tourist board 
montage of contemporary Belfast. 
‘What you are about to see may be 
alarming,’ the voiceover never comes, 
though you can almost hear it 
anyway, ‘but don’t worry, it’s all lovely 
now.’

through the eyes of our nine-year old protagonist, 
Buddy (Jude Hill). Buddy’s family are Protestants, and 
most of the tension of the film is contained in the dual 
pressures they face – on one hand to ‘get involved’ and 
help run out their Catholic neighbours; on the other 
to leave altogether and go to Sydney, or Canada. So 
far, so good. The plot is hardly new, but it has the 
merit of touching on the real concerns of families, 
especially in the early, manic days of the Troubles. 
Buddy’s father (Jamie Dornan) is often away in 
England working, and his mother (Caitríona Balfe) 
struggles to protect her sons along with their 
grandparents, Granny and Pop (Judi Dench and 
Ciarán Hinds).  

Unfortunately, none of this is handled with any 
subtlety whatsoever. The characters are given little 
psychological complexity; they each seem either 
inspirationally good and wise, or malicious and 
repugnant. In one early scene Buddy and his family 
watch a minister literally foam at the mouth with a 
sectarian tirade, missing all of the dangerous charm 
these preachers actually had (I saw a few myself ). The 
rhythm and cadence of Belfast speech are reduced to 
cliché. Dornan and Balfe in particular are very 
watchable, and are likeable and interesting actors – but 
they are given so little to work with, and seem forced 
to utter every hackneyed phrase with a breathless, 
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whispered urgency that feels needlessly intense. No. 
One. Speaks. Like. This. All. The. Time. There are no 
conversations that surprise or delight, only set pieces 
in which nothing is hidden or confused. Everyone 
talks as though they are absolutely delighted to have 
been given lines. No nuance of emotion or hesitation 
are permitted. The acting is reduced to a sort of 
clowning. My friend watched the film with his son, 
who kept turning to him and asking, of Buddy, 
‘What’s wrong with his face?’ 

Does this really matter? Isn’t it just fun to see 
ourselves up there on the big screen? Well, yes and no. 
It matters because if all we get to see are these stunted, 
simplistic characterisations, we may lose the sense of 
ourselves as messy and convoluted, as collaborators in 
what we just lived through. 
Romanticism may flatter our 
memories, but it does little for the 
foolish truth. In The Sun Also Rises, 
Hemingway’s protagonist Jake 
Barnes laments the modern turn in 
bullfights: “I told her how since 
the death of Joselito all the 
bullfighters had been developing a 
technique that simulated this 
appearance of danger in order to 
give a fake emotional feeling, while 
the bull-fighter was really safe.” 
Belfast does the same – all the 
‘events’ are there: the tanks rolling 
in, the barbed wire going up, the 
local hoods stirring up trouble, the 
coming of age stealing. And yet 
nothing ever really feels at stake. 
We already know who the goodies and baddies are, we 
already know the punchlines to all the jokes. It’s not 
that there’s no humour, or no truth; but when it’s laid 
on this thick you can’t but doubt it. And every 
moment something real threatens to break in – ‘Are 
we really going to leave Belfast?’ ‘Did you steal the 
chocolate?’ – it cuts and we’re back to the cartoon. 

On her Substack, novelist Mary Gaitskill recently 
wrote about the way stories function:  

…there is something even more important … the 
inner weave, the subtle life inside the apparent 

story. Here, the plot or the theme functions almost 
like a conduit; an ineffable content which can be 
compared to a person’s unconscious or the guts of 
the body; you don’t see the unconscious but you feel 
it … We all have had the experience of speaking 
with someone who seems friendly, who is smiling at 
you and yet who is making you very uncomfortable 
— or the reverse: we’ve all known people who act 
like aggressive jerks, yet for some reason we feel 
warmly towards them; we are responding 
sympathetically to something that is happening 
under the social signalling and is even at odds with 
that signalling. 

Belfast is a film trying hard to be liked, even, perhaps, 
to justify itself. It’s friendly enough, smiling and 

gesturing that everything is okay – 
but in playing only at the surface 
it fails to convince. It is Branagh’s 
story, of course, and inasmuch as 
he exorcised some demons in 
writing it and making it, fair play 
to him. But it is our story too, and 
this version of it is too clean, too 
simple. In this film all the dots are 
joined, no one colours in over the 
lines. But Belfast (not Belfast) was 
and remains more interesting, 
more perplexing, more ironic. “It’s 
all bloody religion, that’s the 
problem,” Buddy’s da tells him. 
Hmmm.  

It’s surely not only narcissism 
that draws us to films like this. 
There is something uplifting and 

pleasurable about seeing our foibles and particularities 
presented so spectacularly, from so many acrobatic 
camera angles, and with Hind’s reassuring wink. Our 
troubles so attended to. Our Troubles, even. True, and 
it would take a bitterer man than me to dismiss the 
impulse, and the satisfaction. Still, I’d love a little 
more. It was bad here once, Belfast tries to convince 
us, but it’s great now. Peace is restored, for all those 
that stayed, and even those that left. Well, it’s certainly 
better, and for that we can all be grateful. But it was 
never black & white.
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A plan to bring you to Belfast 
 
I’ll show you this city, where the grilles 
are still locked across windows, 
let you see where, aged 10, 
 
I fell on tram-tracks near Donegall Square. 
You’ll sense old body parts, 
loosened brick on damaged body. 
 
I’ll show you Falls Road: English soldiers 
in 1970 allowed our German student 
load a cine-cam, no locals to oblige 
 
that sunny July, just them, us, careless tourists 
curious about stories of feathers and tar. 
After, I’ll taxi you towards the fish-scale 
 
silver prow of Titanic, not far 
from terraces and flags that recall 
resistance and sullen borders. 
 
Walking with care, we’ll bear 
in mind the deadly, not speak of allegiance, 
flintlock, or body-shock. 
 
Bright-domed hotels conceal nothing, 
nightclub girls in stilettos, boys in suits 
scream the night through. You’ll sense 
 
the tamed, still smoking past spring up 
to hold us hostage, Britannia’s 
toothless jowls re-writing journey-lines, 
 
while the set march of older orders stir 
beneath fusty Victorias, 
stained-glass pubs. 
 
Dead, invisible chieftains, 
lambegs and flutes, 
harps and bodhrans, 
 
rhythms and blood still pound, 
words so straight-lipped: beating 
four-four— as ever—common time. 

Poems 
Mary O’Donnell 
 
Mary O’Donnell is a poet, short-story writer, and novelist.

CBT for Pierrot 
 
You’d have rooted for Harlequin 
instead of this defeated little guy,  
with ruffled white collar, black cap, 
slumped deathly pale  
against a cushion on a chair. 
 
What a face! Those drooping eyebrows, 
downwards gazing blue eyes  
that can’t face the world; 
red tears erupt on his cheeks,  
as Columbine betrays him 
for her Harlequin. 
 
He’ll soon discover  
he is not his thoughts, 
that his broken heart— 
that crushed sensation in the chest— 
will heal once he practises  
New Behaviours. It all depends  

on the behaviour. 
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Poem 
Kevin Higgins 
 
Kevin Higgins is a poet, creative writing teacher, literary events 
organiser, critic, and political commentator.

Irish Literary Society, 2022 
for Rosemary Jenkinson 

 

Wine squeezed into glasses from the corpses 

of part-time book reviewers during an autopsy. 

A former novelist now reincarnated as a mollusc. 

You want to pop him on a cheese-melt 

and eat him, though think there’s still 

a law against that, without his consent 

which is unlikely to be forthcoming. 

A room full of elderly aunties 

terrified someone will actually say something. 

Columbine, Trollop 
 
Girls like her give the rest a bad name,  
a right two-timing bitch 
as the troupe travels around. 
Every week the same moves: 
she loves Pierrot, loves him not, 
loves him again, then not, 
emotional yo-yo in any barn 
or parish hall stage, 
even at the Theatre Royal, 
then ditching him for Harlequin. 
Right rip she is, that Columbine, 
him attending to her every whim, 
pouring fretful kisses 
on her brow.  
Harlequin though—he goes  
straight for the lips, get it?  
For the scent of her body,  
her ripe sweetness 
any fool would catch a mile off. 
A trollop, she is, 
no matter what new entreaties 
from Pierrot, what promises  
and syrupy songs he serenades. 
Like any 3-act plot, it runs its course. 
Goodbye Pierrot, alas!  
For Harlequin’s my one true love.  
If you believe that, 
you’ll believe anything. 
C You Next Tuesday is all.




