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Tangled relationships 
 
The task of politicians and diplomats in both parts of 
Ireland is becoming ever more difficult as traditional 
certainties and alliances are challenged by military 
and economic conflicts all over the world. 

The contributions by Rory Montgomery and Paul 
McElhinney, both formerly from the Irish Department 
of Foreign Affairs, focus on the challenges facing the 
government and diplomats in the Republic in dealing 
with Trump’s ever-changing policies on the wars in 
Gaza and Ukraine and his chaotic approach to 
sanctions and tariffs. They provide valuable insights 
on the difficulties in balancing traditional relationships 
and current pressures within the European Union and 
the United Nations. There are no easy answers. 

The analysis by Shannon Morrissey on Ireland’s long-
standing commitment to neutrality identifies new 
strains in its approach to support for Palestine and 
Ukraine, not least in respect of Ireland’s trade relations 
with Israel. This strange data seems to arise from 
opportunities linked to the dual status of Northern 
Ireland trading both within and outside the UK. 

There are similar strains over the approaches of the 
British and Irish governments to legacy issue. The 
insistence of the Irish government on the rejection of 
any form of conditional amnesty, relying on somewhat 
uncertain human rights judgements in Strasbourg, 
runs counter to the British approach to the protection 
of informers and secrecy over other aspects of 
undercover operations during the Troubles. Both seem 
to find it difficult to envisage any different approach 
to the need for communal reconciliation, as advocated 
by Harold Good, based on our shared Christian values 
of acknowledgement, graceful apology and 
forgiveness. 

On all these issues what is needed on all sides – in 
Ireland, the UK, the EU and the Assembly – is a less 
strict and outdated approach to state sovereignty in 
respect of shared responsibility over a borderland 
territory in which majority rule – or majority 
referendum decisions – cut across historic communal 
identities and aspirations. Some of this has been 
accepted over dual citizenship. It needs to be 
expanded into shared legal and financial 
responsibilities.

ISSN (print) 0141-7762 
ISSN (online) 2752-6445
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Ireland’s international relations 
 
Rory Montgomery 

Rory Montgomery is a retired Irish diplomat. He was part of the Irish team which negotiated the 
Good Friday Agreement, and led on Brexit within the DFA. He also served as Permanent 
Representative to the EU and Ambassador to France. He is currently Chairperson of the Press 
Council of Ireland, an honorary professor at Queen’s University Belfast, and a member of the 
ARINS steering committee. He hosts the monthly ARINS podcast.

From the 1970s until 2016, Ireland was 
able to develop strong and complementary 
relationships with its three key partners: 
Britain, the European Union and the 
United States. The gradual achievement 
and maintenance of peace and political 
agreement in Northern Ireland, combined with 
their joint membership of the EU, 
brought Ireland and the United 
Kingdom closer together. 

Over time, Ireland benefited greatly 
from the EU’s common agricultural 
policy, its structural funds, the creation 
of the Single Market, and its 
international economic weight. The 
Union’s inability to move towards a 
strong common foreign and defence 
policy allowed Ireland to avoid difficult choices: 
it was able to take part in modest security 
initiatives while continuing to assert its 
continuing policy of military neutrality, and 
particularly its avoidance of NATO membership. 

Ireland’s refusal to contemplate entry to NATO 
did not seriously affect relations with the United 
States: its negligible military capacity rendered it 

of little interest. This did not prevent the 
development of the strong political links 
which helped in the achievement of the 
Good Friday Agreement. The Irish 
economic model, including its taxation 

policies, allowed it to attract an ever-
growing share of US inward investment at very 

high levels of the value chain. 
For a while, Brexit seriously disrupted 

the relationship with Britain.  The 
question of Northern Ireland returned 
to centre stage.  It also looked as if 
Ireland might suffer serious economic 
damage. But the cooling of EU-UK 
tensions has allayed these fears, and the 
reset of British-Irish relations under the 
Labour Government has brought things 

back on to a more even keel. A Reform 
government in London might bring new chaos: 
but there is nothing Ireland can do about it for 
now. 

Relations with Trump* 

While attitudes to the first Trump administration 
ranged from nervous to negative, it was not 

From independence onwards, Ireland’s international situation has 
been a great deal more comfortable than those of most of its 
European neighbours. Geography allowed it to stay out of the 
Second World War and the Cold War. Life was much less dangerous 
than it was elsewhere, and allowed Ireland to avoid the high levels of 
military expenditure which others had to incur.  

Ireland’s refusal 
to contemplate 
entry to NATO 

did not seriously 
affect relations 
with the United 

States.
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remotely as disruptive and chaotically 
unpredictable as his second one has been. 
Ireland’s level of dependence on 
investment from and trade with the US, 
the highest in Europe, makes us 
uniquely vulnerable to the vagaries of 
American economic policy. So far, the 
worst has been avoided, though tariffs 
are having, and will have, an impact. 
However, there is great scope for much 
more serious damage, in particular to 
the pharma sector, if Trump follows 
through on some of his threats. More generally, 
Ireland’s strong human, cultural and emotional 
affinity with the US is diminishing rapidly. So far, 
the EU has chosen not to confront Trump 
directly, preferring flattery and reluctant 
acceptance of unprecedented economic measures. 
Ireland has been an active advocate of this 
approach. But if Trump goes too far, for instance 
in trying to dismantle European tech regulation, 
it could find itself in a very sticky position. 

The greatest challenge facing Europe is Russia. 
Ireland has unambiguously joined in the EU 
consensus that Russia must be resisted. It has 

played a part rhetorically, in accepting Ukrainian 
refugees, and in providing financial assistance and 

non-lethal military support. This is not 
discreditable. But it has played no 
serious military role. This is partly due 
to a lack of capacity, but also due to fear 
about being seen to breach the policy 
of neutrality.   

Irish neutrality? 

The problem is that there is no 
consensus on what neutrality is. 

Successive governments have defined neutrality 
as staying out of military alliances, notably 
NATO, and avoiding direct participation in 
armed conflict. Others, on the left, come close to 
pacifism. They have regarded all enhanced 
military cooperation as an attack on neutrality, 
and have a particular animus towards the United 
States, NATO, and the major EU member states 
and Britain. Whether deliberately or not, this can 
shade into making excuses for Russian aggression. 
This view is that of President Higgins and, even 
more, of Presidential candidate Catherine 
Connolly.   

Ireland’s strong 
human, cultural 
and emotional 
affinity with  

the US is 
diminishing 

rapidly.

A map showing European membership 
of the EU and NATO. Blue: both, yellow: 
EU only, black: NATO only.
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On almost all counts, Ireland is clearly not 
neutral in Ukraine.  That being the case, helping 
to finance Ukraine’s military, while not engaging 
in the conflict directly, would seem entirely 
reasonable.  More acute would be the question of 
a Russian attack on an EU partner. At present 
Ireland is under no obligation to offer any 
military assistance which might be useful.  I think 
this would not be a tenable moral or political 
position. 

The Irish Government has woken up to 
Russian maritime and cyber threats, and is now 
beginning to spend more money on defence in 
these areas. But the starting level is negligible and 
there are serious operational, recruitment and 
retention problems. 

The neutrality debate has crystallised around 
the proposal to abolish the so-called Triple Lock.  
The Government’s case – that this hands a veto 
over the deployment of Irish forces on 
peace support missions to the 
permanent members of the UN 
Security Council – is well made, but is 
strongly opposed by neutrality 
maximalists. However, despite its 
merits, this is a red herring.  
International interventions in crises are 
firmly out of fashion and there are no 
new ones on the horizon in which 
Ireland might wish to take part. 

Ireland and the United Nations 

More broadly, Ireland’s enduring 
support for the United Nations, and the 
so-called rules-based international order, is 
honourable but quixotic.  The rules have largely 
been torn up and multilateral institutions 
radically weakened – not that they were ever 
especially effective. The return to great power 
politics and rival alliances seems irreversible in 
the foreseeable future. In this situation, Ireland 
and the rest of Europe will have no option but to 
dodge and weave in the defence of their interests, 

rather than promote their values. 
The weakness of the UN is nowhere more 

apparent than in the Middle East. While a great 
majority of the Irish people were appalled by 
Hamas’s savage butchery, the tradition of support 

for and empathy with the Palestinian 
people has reasserted itself in light of 
the Israeli Government’s outrageous 
campaign in Gaza. For some people 
this is unquestionably the most crucial 
international issue of our time. The 
failure of the US to rein in Netanyahu, 
and the inability of the EU to agree on 
a joint policy, have deepened hostility 
to them. These are now probably 
majority views in the rest of Europe.  
But what is less clear is how far the bulk 
of the Irish people are prepared to put 
the issue – one with no direct effects on 
Ireland, which does not have 

substantial Jewish or Arab populations – at the 
heart of our international policy. The 
performance of Catherine Connolly in the 
Presidential election will be revealing. 

Ireland has been forced to leave the foreign 
policy Arcadia in which it found itself for 
decades. The new world is much more 
challenging. g
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* This article was written before the US ceasefire proposal
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Ireland’s American Relations 
 
Paul McElhinney 

Paul McElhinney is a former official in the Department of the Taoiseach where he worked on 
Northern Ireland issues, Anglo-Irish relations and EU matters during the 1980s. In the 1990s, 
he was a company representative in Washington DC while attached to the Centre for Strategic 
and International Studies there.

Irish influence in the US through both state and non-
state actors has long been significant, with Ireland often 
‘punching above its weight.’ Vital to these efforts has 
been support in Congress, at state level and among a 
wide range of Irish American interest groups.

But traffic has not all been one way: US interests 
have regularly lobbied Irish policymakers. These 
have not been as overt or as constant as Irish 
lobbying in the US, but they have been 
significant when deployed. US attempts to 
change Irish neutrality policy in World 
War Two, efforts to encourage Ireland 
to pursue US-friendly policies in the EU 
and concerns over Ireland’s corporation 
tax policies, are notable examples of the 
US applying its considerable lobbying 
leverage.   

Ireland has traditionally had closer 
links with the Democratic Party than 
with Republicans. Furthermore, Irish 
interests have tended to prosper under 
Democratic Administrations (Clinton 
1993–2001 and Obama 2009–2017), 
but also when the Democrats have held 
one or both houses of Congress. Now, however, 
it is the Republicans who are in control and on 
whom Irish lobbying efforts are now focused. 

Republican Trifecta of Power 
Strong Irish ties with the Democrats historically 
have not meant that the Republicans have been 
ignored. The vigorous lobbying of the Reagan 
Administration by the Irish Embassy in 
Washington DC in the 1980s over the hunger 

strikes, the Anglo-Irish Agreement and security 
issues, are key cases in point. Throughout recent 
decades, Irish interests have been robustly 
promoted under Administrations of both parties. 
Power realities and the shifting of allegiances of 

many Irish Americans to the 
Republican party largely explain this 
shift. 

Since the 2024 Elections the US has 
had a ‘trifecta’ of power, with the 
Republicans controlling the 
Administration, Senate and House of 
Representatives. These new political 
realities have resulted in Irish 
diplomatic efforts to cultivate the 
Republican Party (already quite 
vigorous) being amplified. It is a 
pragmatic recognition by Ireland of 
new realities, while maintaining 

traditional ties with the Democrats.  The fact that 
Irish Americans form a considerable part of the 
Trump ‘base’ is not lost on the Irish Government 
and its diplomats. 

Widening issues 
The main focus of Irish diplomatic efforts in the 
US has traditionally been the Northern Ireland 
situation and Anglo-Irish relations. This has been 
joined in recent times by the issues of the 

The fact that 
Irish Americans 

form a 
considerable 

part of the 
Trump base is 
not lost on the 

Irish 
Government and 

its diplomats.
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‘undocumented’, of trade, tariff and investment 
matters, and the Ukraine and Gaza situations. In 
many of these areas, lobbying by the Irish 
Government has acted in parallel with that of 
Irish American interest groups. Such a multi-
pronged approach has succeeded in giving greater 
‘voice’ to these policy positions. 

In relation to trade and investment issues, the 
US recognises that Ireland stands fully behind 
EU policy positions, its EU membership 
informing its positions throughout. The US also 
knows that its economic and political leverage has 
potentially huge effects on an Ireland that is 
highly dependent on US multinational 
investment and on the resulting corporation tax 
revenues from those companies. Without 
breaching EU solidarity, the Irish Government, 
in turn, is determined to protect its own special 
interests (in pharma, ICT and medical devices). 

The Irish Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
Trade met recently with the US Commerce 
Secretary on trade and investment matters, 
signalling at least an ‘open door’ approach to Irish 
interests. US agreement to limit any tariffs on 
pharma sector imports to the US to 15% was 
greeted with relief in Irish and EU circles. Final 
agreement on these complex issues may not be 
achieved in the short-term, not least due to the 
already packed policy agenda between the US 
and the EU. The Irish Central Bank, however, 

has predicted that US tariffs are unlikely to affect 
Irish economic growth in the long term. Given 
the volatility of matters, however, things remain 
uncertain. 

On Israel and Gaza, Ireland’s position is 
diametrically opposed to that of the US.  
Recognition of a Palestinian state is a strong bone 
of contention. The Irish Government and 
President have also been vocal in efforts to end 
the war in Gaza and prevent the unfolding 
hunger and humanitarian disaster. The US 
Ambassador to Ireland has been outspoken in his 
criticism of Ireland’s policy, with negative 
remarks also emerging from Congress and at the 
state level in the US. These pressures have not 
affected Ireland’s firmly principles-based 
positions, despite further pressures to penalise 
Ireland for its Occupied Territories Bill. 

Sport has often played a major part in 
international politics (apartheid in South Africa, 
Olympic boycotts). Ireland is no exception. 
Strategic advantages exist for the Ireland of the 
2026 Irish Open being played at President 
Trump’s Doonbeg golf course and the Ryder Cup 
being held the following year in Adare Manor. 
These events marry Irish love of sport with the 
US President’s own love of golf – opportunities 
for an increase in the ‘feelgood’ factor with 
potential diplomatic, political and economic 
spin-offs.   

President Donald Trump attends the Friends of Ireland Luncheon 
in honour of Taoiseach Micheál Martin, March 2025
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Multilateral Approaches 
Ireland is committed to a multilateral EU 
approach to world problems. While differences 
exist between EU member states on key issues 
such as Gaza and Ukraine, these are seen to be 
narrowing. Ultimately, Ireland has always 
supported common EU positions in a spirit of 
solidarity, a fact which US policy makers will 
have factored into their calculations. The US 
President’s well-known disaffection with Europe 
might work slightly against Ireland in this regard, 
but the tendency is for the Trump 
Administration to start out tough but 
eventually move to more moderate 
positions. 

On Ukraine, the Irish government 
supports a common EU stance. One of 
the most pro-Ukraine members of the 
EU, Ireland does not have the 
‘complicating’ ties of states with 
contiguous borders with Russia, 
economically important trade ties or 
longstanding historical narratives with Russia to 
navigate. It is a solid member of the ‘coalition of 
the willing’ constrained only by its size and 
neutrality policy in the degree of its 
contributions. The aftermath of the failed 
Trump-Putin meeting in Alaska, has seen the 
consolidation of a strong common position in the 
EU which Ireland has been pleased to support.   

Ireland and the EU diverge substantially from 
that of the current US Administration on climate 
change. Ireland’s support for the world’s poorer 
and smaller nations also contrasts with an 
Administration which has made swingeing cuts 
to foreign aid.   

Irish government lobbying of US federal and 
state authorities has long been spread across both 
the Washington Embassy and consulates 
strategically located in key centres of influence.  
The most important among these are New York, 
Boston and Chicago, reflecting areas of largest 
Irish American population. San Francisco and 
Los Angeles are also key centres. To these have 
been added Miami, Atlanta, Austin and the trade 

office in San Jose, giving a wide geographical 
spread and reflecting recognition of US 
demographic changes. In support, the Industrial 
Development Authority (IDA) also maintains a 
strong presence across the US. Ireland now has a 
strategically well-placed network in support of 
Irish policy in the US. 

Regarding the ‘undocumented’, the consulates 
play a critical role, locally close to Irish 
immigrants’ needs and concerns. They also play 
a role in promoting economic, business and trade 

ties at the state level. Many US states 
pursue individual economic, trade and 
business initiatives with foreign states – 
the Irish Government usefully taps into 
this network to promote Irish interests.  

Issues of the ‘undocumented’ have 
received more intense attention given 
the Trump Administration policy to 
clamp down through Immigration 
Control and Enforcement (ICE).  The 

chief concern has been along the US southern 
border from Central and Southern America, but 
it has given no indication of soft-pedalling on 
Irish or other ethnic immigration.   

High immigration remains a concern for many 
Irish Americans (who make up a central part of 
the Trump constituency), but this is usually 
nuanced when it comes to their fellow Irish.  Irish 
immigrant support groups have sought to alert 
immigrants to the new immigration control 
policies. Irish officials continue to seek to 
influence the impact of the policies, but for the 
present, ICE policy remains robust and 
uncompromising.  

The Trump Administration has presented the 
Irish Government with many diplomatic 
challenges. In response, Ireland has had to 
balance judiciously its commitments and 
responsibilities within the EU against its strong 
historic ties with the US. The lobbying 
relationship is of long-standing, multi-layered 
and adaptive. Current momentous events in a 
volatile international environment will determine 
its resilience and longevity.

On Israel and 
Gaza, Ireland’s 

position is 
diametrically 

opposed to that 
of the US. 
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In the shadow of Britain’s post-Brexit 
retrenchments and the shifting scaffolding of its 
export regimes, we see a sudden and remarkable 
divergence: UK direct exports of dual-use 
(civilian or military use) goods to Israel fall 
sharply with licences suspended, precisely as 
Ireland’s own dual-use exports to Israel 
skyrocket seven-fold in a single year. At 
the same time, Irish exports of such 
goods to the UK and to the North rise 
in tandem, even as British firms 
continue to produce the critical 
components that feed Israeli weapons 
systems, the very ones their government 
has publicly distanced itself from. Taken 
in isolation, these numbers may appear 
technical, or even opaque. Taken 
together, they demand cautious 
observation. They suggest the 
possibility, and the risk, of Ireland’s reputation of 
neutrality being perforated by loopholes and 
structural vulnerabilities. They point to the 
possibility, while not the proof, of Ireland serving 
as a convenient corridor of rerouting in a global 
supply chain that, intentionally or otherwise, 
sustains the machinery of war. This publicly 
available data asks us to look at how international 

trade regimes have historically functioned: 
through indirection, through the outsourcing of 
culpability, through the quiet complicity of 
“small states” who claim to be sheltered from 
geopolitics. 

This data raises questions about whether or not 
neutrality, in a partitioned island that 
is still entangled with its colonial 
British state, can reasonably be 
understood as absence from conflict. It 
is instead shaped by the very structures 
of global capital and law that facilitate 
international violence from a distance. 
In addition, it is shaped by historically 
and culturally sensitive subjects: the 
North’s orientation toward a 
transatlantic economy, the Republic’s 
drifting away from UN-authorised 
frameworks for peacekeeping, and on-

going discussions of reunification. The point is 
not to claim a singular accusation or 
conspiratorial explanation for Ireland’s rising 
exports, but to recognise that a non-colonial 
account cannot exist reasonably in a polity that 
is still geographically and politically divided by 
the legacies of the British empire. By examining 
these numbers in the context of this colonial 
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Irish neutrality and trade with Israel  
Shannon Morrissey  

Shannon Morrissey is a writer, publisher and artist from county Tipperary with a background in literature, 
language, and cultural history. She has published poetry and cultural pieces in Ireland and Australia, with a 
focus on Irish voices and decolonial perspectives. Her work in Ireland and Australia has been closely 
connected to community and solidarity. 

Under the surface of Ireland and the UK’s quiet language 
of trade statistics and export licences, lies an echo of 
colonial history. Ireland, a state that prides itself on the 
global reputation of neutrality and resistance to imperial 
entanglement, now finds its official records speaking a 
different story.

.. the possibility, 
and the risk, of 

Ireland's 
reputation for 

neutrality being 
perforated by 
loopholes and 

structural 
vulnerabilities
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relationship, past and present, we form an 
argument that encourages observation, 
transparency, and a refusal to let Ireland’s 
neutrality become a playground of direct or 
indirect complicity in war crimes. 

The structural architecture of the Good Friday 
Agreement of 1998 secured an open border 
between North and South and, 
after Brexit, became the pivot of 
the entire European–British 
settlement. The EU–UK Trade 
and Cooperation Agreement of 
2020 formalised tariff-free 
movement of goods, but only 
under restrictive rules of origin 
and customs provisions that 
institutionalised ambiguity. 
Economists aptly described this 
as a ‘grey zone’, wherein goods 
cross the border with relative 
ease, but move in the blur of 
jurisdictional authority. This 
ambiguity suggests the opportunity for 
circumvention: items restricted in one 
jurisdiction reappear in another under altered 
classifications. 

Irish exports data 
The numbers themselves are startling. Irish 
exports doubled in a single year, from €78.5 
million in 2022 to €166.7 million in 2023. 
Within that total, dual-use (civilian and military 
use goods) exports leapt from €10.7 million to 
€70.4 million. These dual-use goods commonly 

include semiconductors, avionics and aerospace 
components, precision machine tools and 
bearings, secure telecommunications equipment, 
and advanced software and sensors. According to 
the European Commission’s annual report on 
export controls, the most frequently licensed 
dual-use items in the EU are microelectronics, 

navigation and avionics systems, 
encryption technologies, and 
materials for aerospace production. 
Irish licensing data has previously 
confirmed approvals for 
cryptographic equipment, radar 
technologies, specialist alloys, and 
software with military applications, 
often routed through multinational 
subsidiaries based in Dublin, Cork, 
and Shannon. These categories 
illustrate how goods with legitimate 
civilian uses are also integral to missile 
guidance, drone systems, and fighter 
aircraft platforms, making them 

especially sensitive in export regimes. The 
Department of Enterprise confirmed a 
corresponding rise in licences: seven in 2022, 
twenty-four in 2023. Meanwhile, Britain’s official 
exports fell, driven in part by the suspension of 
some thirty arms licences in late 2024. And yet 
British firms continued producing critical 
components for Israeli military systems. The 
contradiction is glaring. Britain’s suspension came 
with exemptions, most notably for the F-35 
fighter programme, which London justified as a 
NATO obligation. As Anna Stavrianakis has 

TABLE 1: UK and Irish Exports to Israel, 2022–2023 
(final column shows Ireland dual-use exports — civilian and military use) 
 
Year            UK Arms Licences          UK Direct             Ireland Total        Ireland Dual-Use Exports (€m) 
                   to Israel                             Exports (€m)      Exports (€m)        (civilian & military use) 

2022           350 (active)                      112.4                    78.5                        10.7 

2023           320 (post-suspension)    96.1                       166.7                      70.4 

Sources: UK Department for Business and Trade (2024); Eurostat (2024); DETE (2024) 
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shown [Stavrianakis]*, licensing reviews rarely 
restrict arms flows, but more often legitimise 
them, creating the illusion of constraint. Analysts 
at the Royal United Services Institute [RUSI] 
have similarly noted that multinational supply 
chains allow states to claim compliance while 
enabling exports to continue by indirect means. 
Against this backdrop, the synchrony of Britain’s 
decline and Ireland’s ascent is difficult to dismiss 
as coincidence. 

Other explanations 

Other explanations, however, can and 
must be considered. Ireland is a hub for 
multinational corporations in 
technology and aerospace. Many dual-
use goods, from semiconductors to 
advanced software, move through Irish 
subsidiaries under the claimed reasons of 
tax or logistics, making it possible that 
statistical reclassifications may 
exaggerate changes. EU integration allows firms 
to route exports through Ireland to benefit from 
single market rules while maintaining 
transatlantic ties. While these factors complicate 
the picture, they don’t thoroughly explain the 
timing and scale of the Irish surge. 

What becomes clear is that neutrality, in its 
official definition, is again revealed as less robust 
than its defenders imagine. On paper, neutrality 
means avoiding alliances and restricting exports 
where there is risk of humanitarian abuse. In 
practice, neutrality has always been porous. 
Shannon Airport has served for decades as a 
refuelling point for US military flights. Now, the 
surge in dual-use exports to Israel places Ireland 
at odds with its obligations under the Arms Trade 
Treaty, which prohibits authorisations where 
there is a clear risk of war crimes. The UN 
Human Rights Council has already determined 
that Israel’s conduct in Gaza meets precisely that 
threshold. 

Economic justifications are offered in response: 
Ireland’s prosperity, among the fastest-growing in 

Europe, is driven by foreign investment and 
global supply chains. Yet this prosperity is uneven 
and dependent. Multinational firms inflate GDP 
by booking profits in Dublin while citizens 
endure a housing crisis and underfunded public 
services. Prosperity of this kind locks Ireland into 
dependency on external capital, shaping state 
policy to protect investment flows rather than to 
assert independence. The surge in dual-use 
exports, whether explained by British redirection 

or by multinational logistics, reflects a 
wider pattern of dependency. Neutrality, 
in this light, appears less modernised and 
more hollowed out. Proposals in Brussels 
to weaken reliance on UN authorisation 
for EU missions, justified as ‘pragmatic’ 
in the context of Ukraine, would in 
practice bind Ireland more tightly to 
NATO strategies. To borrow Edward 
Said’s observation, colonialism leaves 
behind a structure of attitude and 

reference as well as borders. Partition and 
sovereignty are therefore contradictory. Today, the 
entanglement of EU and transatlantic 
frameworks continues that condition. 

Understanding neutrality 
Neutrality cannot be understood apart from the 
unresolved question of the island itself. For some 
in the North, Brexit opened an alternative 
horizon: a region bound simultaneously to the 
EU single market and to the United States 
through British and transatlantic capital. For the 
South, this reality creates the dilemma of a 
political wound and an economic structure that 
locks Ireland into global circuits of finance and 
arms. This dual orientation destabilises the 
meaning of neutrality enough to bring new 
perspectives into conversations about 
reunification. A reunified Ireland may have the 
potential to resist such dependencies with greater 
coherence, or even deepen them by presenting 
itself as an integrated platform for EU and US 
capital. Either way, the ambiguous structure of 

EU integration 
allows firms to 
route exports 

through Ireland 
to benefit from 
single market 

rules …
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this current partition leaves an island which 
cannot fully control the flow of goods across its 
borders, or decide autonomously on its decisions 
in regards to the trading of military-use goods. 
Partition, the residue of a painful and 
bloody history, ensures that neutrality 
remains vulnerable and compromised by 
design. 

There are some tempting alternative 
considerations one may insist upon, such 
as technical explanations regarding tax 
incentives, logistics chains, and 
classification shifts. However, resting on 
the hill that describes these processes as 
neutral neglects to consider that 
geopolitics cannot be avoided in a 
partitioned state. The questionable surge in dual-
use exports cannot be disentangled from their 
British inheritances, literally nor figuratively. The 
evidence does not establish conspiracy, but it does 
reveal a structure. The opacity of dual-use 
controls, the dependency of Ireland’s economy on 
multinational capital, and the enduring colonial 
frameworks of law and trade combine to place 
neutrality under severe strain. Whether the 
export surge reflects British rerouting, 
multinational logistics, or both, the result is the 
same: Ireland is structurally vulnerable to become 
complicit in war at the very moment it proclaims 
neutrality. 

The stakes are legal and ethical, and political. 
Britain’s licensing regime is already under judicial 
review. Ireland cannot plead ignorance when the 
trade figures are publicly available and the risks 

of complicity are evident. Ireland has 
long claimed solidarity with oppressed 
peoples, from its role in the anti-
apartheid movement in South Africa to 
its support for Palestinian self-
determination. To be implicated, even 
indirectly, in the supply chains of 
occupation is a betrayal of that legacy. 
Neutrality must be defended through 
oversight, transparency, and in 
discussions that confront dependency 
and vulnerability, or it risks collapsing 

into empty rhetoric. It requires an honest 
reckoning with partition, with Ireland’s place in 
transatlantic capital, and by examining data in 
the relevant context of the colonial structures that 
continue to shape its sovereignty. The result of 
these considerations is that neutrality may need 
to be reimagined, reshaped, and redefined 
through transparent actions and productive new 
conversations about sovereignty. 

Ireland is 
structurally 

vulnerable to 
become 

complicit in 
war at the very 

moment it 
proclaims 
neutrality.

*Stavrianakis, A. (2023) ‘Debunking the myth of the 
“robust control regime”: UK arms export controls 
during war and armed conflict.’ Global Policy, [online] 
Wiley.



12 
FORTNIGHT @ 55

@55
rtnightfo

Transforming education in Northern 
Ireland 
 
Tony Gallagher  

Tony Gallagher is Honorary professor, School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work,  
Queen’s University Belfast

In October 2024 Minister of Education, Paul Givan, 
announced in the NI Assembly an ‘evidence-based 
approach’ to education improvement focused on 
‘curriculum, assessment, qualifications, school 
improvement and tackling social disadvantage.’

He promised this would be underpinned by 
‘investment in high quality initial teacher 
education, teacher professional learning and 
leadership development’ and taken forward in ‘an 
intelligent accountability framework.’ This was 
the official response to the report of the 
Independent Review of Education published in 
December 2023. Questions in the Assembly 
focused on a range of issues, including special 
education needs, academic selection, early years 
education, the proposal to require engagement 
with education and training up to age 18 years, 
support for teachers and the role of the Education 
Authority. 

Only one MLA asked about the concurrent 
announcement of a review of the Northern 
Ireland Curriculum to be undertaken by Lucy 
Crehan, an English educational consultant. In 
response Paul Givan said: ‘If you have a rich, 
knowledge-based understanding of a subject 
matter, you grow in confidence and develop skills 
that you can then utilise to put into effect, in a 
practical sense, the outworkings of that 
knowledge. You develop those skills through a 
knowledge-based approach.’ 

This was the first indication of a link between 
Givan’s plan and reforms launched by Michael 
Gove in 2010 in the Conservative/Lib Dem 

Coalition government. The connection became 
clearer in March 2025 when a series of 
documents on the TransformEd programme was 
released. Further detail emerged in May at a 
conference for education leaders where many of 
the invited speakers were consultants who had 
been involved in the implementation of the Gove 
reforms. 

A flurry of announcements followed, including 
professional development programmes for 
teachers, improvements to induction support for 
new teachers, bursaries to attract applicants to 
teach in STEM subjects and Irish Medium, an 
Independent Review of Assessment, consultation 
on changes to GCSE and A Level examinations, 
and piloting of new assessment arrangements in 
literacy and numeracy. 

Curriculum Reform 
In the middle of all this the report on the 
Curriculum Review, the Crehan Report, was 
published, a Curriculum Taskforce was 
established to take forward most of its 
recommendations and educators have been 
invited to apply to join Curriculum Taskforce 
Working Groups. Applicants are advised that the 
working groups will have to adhere to the 
‘principles of curriculum reform’, and that the 
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new framework will ‘be designed to be 
‘knowledge-rich’ drawing on the coherent 
‘powerful knowledge’ inherent in subject 
disciplines.’  

Two aspects of this are striking. The first 
is that this plan for educational reform 
seems to have been developed in the 
months after Paul Givan was appointed as 
Minister of Education, most likely with the 
support of his special adviser Richard Bullick. 
There was, for example, no hint of the plan in the 
Executive’s ‘Programme for Government 
2024–2027’ in which the only education item in 
the twelve cross-cutting priorities of the PfG was 
to provide better support for children and young 
people with Special Education Needs. 

The second is that public and political 
discussion on the plans have remained somewhat 
muted, provoking Newton Emerson, writing in 
the Irish News, to wonder if Paul Givan was 
deliberately keeping the plans below the radar.  

Many teachers seem to have given a cautious 
welcome to the announcements. At last, it seems, 
there is some energy and investment in education 
after years of policy paralysis, underfunding and 
poor employer-workforce relations. Many will 
welcome support for professional development 
and the opportunity to refresh the curriculum, 
despite funding and workload pressures making 
many feel overwhelmed at the sheer volume of 
new initiatives. 

Following Gove’s reforms 
What can we learn from the Gove reforms in 
England? Two new books provide different 
perspectives on this. Nick Gibb, Gove’s Minister 
for Schools, offers a positive, verging on 
hagiographic, account of the reform process, 
while an edited collection of academic papers by 
Rebecca Morris and Thomas Perry offers a more 
critical picture. 

The Gove reforms in England were advanced 
through what some have called a ‘discourse of 
derision’ claiming that previous governments, 
aided by a ‘blob’ of leftist teachers and academics, 

bureaucrats in local authorities and Quangos had 
dumbed down education standards through a 
commitment to an ideologically driven 
progressivist philosophy. 

In addition to promoting a ‘knowledge-rich’ 
curriculum, the Gove plan reforms changed 
GCSE and A Level qualifications, dramatically 
reduced local authority control over schools and 
initiated a more mechanistic approach to initial 
teacher education. To his credit, aside from a few 
side-swipes at Teacher Unions Paul Givan’s 
advocacy of TransformED has tended to focus on 
its positive potential. 

Central to the plan is the ‘knowledge rich’ 
curriculum, as was adopted in England, as 
compared with the ‘competency based’ 
curriculum, used in Scotland and Wales and, up 
to now in Northern Ireland. This focuses on 
pupils’ acquisition of skills and gives teachers 
autonomy on the specific areas of knowledge they 
use to achieve this. It is often described as a child-
centred approach, encouraging individual or 
group work and discovery learning, hence the 
‘progressive’ label. 

In contrast a ‘knowledge rich’ curriculum is 
more prescriptive on the specific knowledge to be 
taught in schools, how it should be taught and 
the order in which it should be taught. It is more 
associated with a traditional, teacher-centred 
approach which encourages direct classroom-
level instruction and regular assessment to check 
that knowledge has been acquired. 

At the centre of the ‘knowledge rich’ 
curriculum is the idea of ‘powerful knowledge’ 
which has been defined as the ‘corpus of shared 
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knowledge which had to be at the heart of the 
curriculum to enable democratic dialogue’. It is 
also argued that the commitment to ‘deep 
learning’ of powerful knowledge facilitates future 
learning and promotes educational equity. In 
Northern Ireland this last aspect is used to 
disclaim the need to focus on educational 
structures - if we can get the curriculum right 
perhaps we do not need to worry about such 
issues as academic selection? 

The evidence on the impact of the Gove 
reforms in England is mixed and contested. 
Those who claim success, are, at times, somewhat 
selective in the evidence they use and in the causal 
links they set between specific policies and 
outcomes. There is evidence of improvements in 
literacy levels, but the evidence also points to a 
low and declining number of children who say 
they enjoy reading. Sam Freedman, who worked 
as a senior policy adviser to Michael Gove, 
suggested the achievement gap between pupils 
from disadvantaged and advantaged 
backgrounds had declined slightly, but 
implied this was probably more to do 
with ‘pupil premium’ funding than the 
curriculum, a Lib Dem policy in the 
Coalition government. 

Clarity for teachers? 
The specificity of the ‘knowledge rich’ 
curriculum does provide more clarity for 
teachers in what they should teach. Teachers also 
have greater access to evidence on effective 
classroom practice. But there is concern that 
prescription, not just in curriculum but also in 
pedagogy, has reduced teacher professionalism 
and promoted a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. 

The ‘knowledge-rich’ approach may have 
worked for many, but it left many behind, 
especially lower-attaining pupils and those who 
struggled to meet rigid academic standards. Nor 
did it meet the varied needs of diverse student 
populations, including children with special 
needs and disabilities. Some commentators 
suggested that evidence was sometimes used 

selectively, or interpreted as a simple set of 
universal prescriptions, rather than a catalyst for 
professional judgement, and that lines of 
causality were often drawn too simplistically.  

The adaption of the approach to Northern 
Ireland should take account of these concerns by 
not setting narrow parameters on practice or 
support, and ensuring that local voices are central 
to the development of delivery plans. It will also 
be important to allow time for consideration and 
the embedding of new practice. 

Another consideration is that politicians who 
raise the banner of ‘evidence-based’ policy seem 
to imagine this displaces consideration of 
purpose, whereas decisions about curriculum and 
how it should be taught reflect underlying values 
and priorities. This is especially true of who 
decides what constitutes ‘powerful knowledge’. 

In the case of Gove this aspect provoked a 
controversy when he tried to impose a history 
curriculum which extolled a supposedly shared 

national past but failed to engage with 
the multicultural reality of modern 
England. These proposals were opposed 
by most professional historians and were 
ultimately unsuccessful, but illustrated 
the way an ideological imperative can 
overwhelm a rhetorical commitment to 
an ‘evidence-based’ approach. 

The teaching of history is clearly 
important, and controversial, in 

Northern Ireland, while the recent decision to 
lower the voting age to 16 years heightened the 
importance of teaching citizenship in schools. 
The Crehan Report offered important 
recommendations in relation to both these areas, 
but while the Minister accepted the vast majority 
of recommendations in her Report, the 
recommendations on history and citizenship 
were ‘kicked down the road’ for further 
consideration. Let’s hope they are given due 
consideration and take account of the complex 
realities of our society – in the past history was 
taught in partisan ways, or often, not at all, but 
future generations deserve better than that.

… lowering 
the age of 

voting to 16 
heightened the 
importance of 

teaching 
citizenship
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Back to Stormont House?  
 
Tom Hadden  

Tom Hadden’s new book: Human Rights and Other International Law seeks to identify the most 
helpful role for human rights in resolving communal conflicts.

for Information Recovery (ICIR) which is to be 
governed by restriction on the use any relevant 
information in legal proceedings – as in the  
pre-existing rules for the monitoring of 
decommissioning and the recovery of the bodies 
of ‘the disappeared’. If actively developed this 
might become an incentive for those subject to 
allegations of illegality to come forward to 
acknowledge their mistakes and offer heartfelt 
apology or remorse. 

That is why we have asked permission to 
reproduce an abridged version of the 
recommendations in Harold Good’s Epilogue to 
his memoir of his experience under such 
restrictions and his suggestions for wider public 
acknowledgement by all sides of their 
contribution, by action or silence, to the ongoing 
communal antagonism, blaming and resort to’ 
whataboutery’ in their demands for truth, justice 
and prosecutions.  

It is also disappointing in the light of repeated 
arguments in these pages for some form of 
conditional amnesty, that the two government 
have not been able to resolve their opposing view 
on the proper human rights approach to agreed 
conditional amnesty procedures as part of the 
resolution of serious communal conflicts like that 
in Northern Ireland. 

A better approach might be to summon all the 
parties back to Stormont House for a 
reconsideration under an independent chair of 
the best way forward for long-term reconciliation. 

The two Governments’ new proposals for ‘dealing with the 
past’ have been portrayed as a return to the Stormont House 
Agreement of 2014, not least as that had received general 
approval from the main political parties and pressure groups. 

But that is misleading. The 2014 Agreement was 
a wide-ranging package of measures negotiated 
by all concerned under a joint British/Irish chair. 
Some of the most significant were promises of 
restructuring the arrangements and finance for 
Northern Ireland, not least the delegation of 
control over corporation tax, which were 
attractive to the main parties. The proposals for 
dealing with the past were supposed to set a five 
year timescale for completing the main elements 
and were stated to be governed by six basic 
principles: promoting reconciliation, upholding 
the rule of law, acknowledging and addressing the 
suffering of victims and survivors, facilitating the 
pursuit of justice and information recovery, being 
human rights compliant and overall ‘balanced, 
proportionate, transparent, fair and equitable’.  

The new proposals have very little to say about 
reconciliation (the word is to be removed from 
the title of the ICRIR) and at first sight seem 
likely to result in continued litigation on a wide 
range of new structural and supervisory 
safeguards. The focus on a few prosecutions of 
foot soldiers in the security forces while those in 
leadership roles on both sides enjoy effective 
immunity are scarcely fair and equitable. Nor is 
the rejection of any form of conditional amnesty 
while paramilitaries who were persuaded to 
become informers and their handlers are granted 
effective life-long protection from legal 
proceedings. 

The only reference to reconciliation is in the 
revival of the separate Independent Commission 

@55
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Harold Good’s conception of the 
road to reconciliation 

Harold Good is a former Methodist President. He ministered in Belfast’s Shankill Road during the 
troubles and as Director of the Corrymeela Centre for Reconciliation built relationships that led to 
his roles in the formal bodies on decommissioning. He later facilitated confidential meetings 
between Unionist and Republican leaders and also played a part in the resolution the conflicts in 
the Basque Country and Colombia.   

In response  to an oft-asked question as to what we as churches or 
people of faith have to offer in our longing for healing, 
reconciliation and a lasting peace, I begin by emphasising that 
none of us from whatever sector we may come, has a monopoly on 
the things which make for peace (Romans 14.19). To suggest that 
would be insufferable arrogance. Thankfully God does not confine 
himself to Church synods, conclaves, assemblies or conferences. 
But having said that, I will argue that if we are true to ourselves 
and what we believe, we do have something distinctive to bring to 
the table.

@55
rtnightfo

For those whose perception of our conflict is 
based entirely in the context of an historic 
‘religious war’ it is understandable that there will 
be those who will argue that ‘religion’ has nothing 
positive to offer in our search for reconciliation. 
Perhaps it is with intentional irony that some 
would argue, ‘For God’s sake keep religion out of 
it.’ 

As one whose whole life has revolved around 
the Church, I make no attempt to defend the 
negative and at times destructive role of churches 
in our troubled history, particularly in the 
nurturing of sectarianism in subtle and not so 
subtle ways. But for those of us for whom faith is 
very personal and has not been compromised by 
the confusion of culture, ethnicity and politics, 
we would maintain that the faith we profess and 
share has a profound contribution to offer, 
particularly when it comes to ‘dealing with the 
past’ and providing a personal and collective 
healing. In our understanding of the gospels we 
are left in no doubt that the transformation of 

This is an abridged and amended version of the Epilogue to 
Harold Good with Martin O’Brien’s book In Good Time: A 
memoir, published by Red Stripe Press in 2024. 



17 
FORTNIGHT @ 55

hearts and minds was central to the teaching of 
Jesus – transformation so radical that He 
described it as a ‘new birth’. In a tragically broken 
and divided world what more persuasive offering 
have we to bring,  Perhaps this is best understood 
in the sharing of three words from our distinctive 
faith vocabulary. Those words are Confession, 
Grace and Forgiveness. 

However, living as we do in a secular and at 
times cynical world, some may see this 
vocabulary as a bit too ‘churchy’. I have therefore 
suggested synonymous words and phrases 
without compromising the profoundly spiritual 
and biblical concepts at their heart 

Confession/Acknowledgement 
In both of our traditions we fully 
recognise the value of confession at a 
personal level, be it within the 
confidence of the confessional or in the 
solitude of one’s own bedroom. And we 
are no less mindful of the importance of 
collective confession as we gather for 
public worship. But if confession is too 
‘churchy’ a word for some, let’s talk 
about ‘being honest with ourselves and 
with each other’, about 
‘acknowledgement’ or ‘accepting 
responsibility’, individually and 
collectively, for what has taken place over the past 
60 years. Lest I be misunderstood, in 
emphasising the need for the acceptance of 
responsibility I am in no way suggesting that 
innocent victims of violence are in any way 
responsible for what has been inflicted upon 
them.  

There is a compelling story from the records of 
the South African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission. Just before the cut-off hour for 
those who wished to apply for amnesty, a group 
of young adults arrived to apply for amnesty for 
having remained silent and for having done 
nothing about a situation which they knew to be 
so very wrong. What a difference a statement 

such as this would make in Northern Ireland. In 
stark contrast to the ‘blaming’, the ‘scapegoating’, 
the ‘whataboutery’ and the denial at which we are 
all so well practiced, on every side. I would hope 
that those of us from within the Churches would 
be the first with both hands up. 

Amongst examples of very public and 
unambiguous acknowledgement was the 
statement of then Prime Minister David 
Cameron to the relatives of those who had died 
on what is known as Bloody Sunday, that the 
killings were ‘unjustified and unjustifiable’.  That 
apology on the giant screen in Derry’s Guildhall 
Square was almost identical to the unequivocal 
public apology from then Australian Premier 
Kevin Rudd to the indigenous people of Australia 

for how they had been mistreated over 
many decades. From Canada there were 
similar stories of public regret and 
acceptance of responsibility for the 
abhorrent mistreatment of totally 
innocent indigenous Inuit people. More 
recently from the Basque Country, in 
announcing an end to their ‘armed 
struggle’ the leadership of ETA wished 
to show their respect and true sorrow for 
those who were killed by ETA and those 
who were affected by the conflict. For 
an unreserved apology here we can 

revisit that offered by Gusty Spence on behalf of 
the loyalist paramilitary organisations: ‘In all 
sincerity we offer to the loved ones of innocent 
victims our abject and true remorse.’ 

Imagine if you will, the impact of a carefully 
crafted opportunity in the Chamber in Stormont 
in which politicians might cross the floor to 
sincerely acknowledge and apologise for the hurt 
that members of their respective communities 
have at various times inflicted on ‘the other side’, 
either through deed or omission. On 21 June 
each year the organisation known as Healing 
through Remembering promotes a ‘Day of 
Reflection’. It is an important opportunity for all 
of us to reflect and remember the victims and 

POLITICS
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survivors of our conflict. I suggest that now is the 
time for this to be declared as a statutory ‘Day of 
Acknowledgement’, providing an opportunity for 
all of us, individually and collectively, to 
acknowledge to ourselves and to one another our 
part in our troubled history. 

Grace/Generosity   
In the offering and receiving of genuine 
acknowledgement there is a need for what is best 
described as ‘Grace’ before that acknowledgement 
will make a discernible difference. For many 
people the most difficult part of the Good Friday 
Agreement was the provision for the early release 
of prisoners and the ensuing images of them 
walking free. It was especially difficult for many 
victims and survivors and their families. It was 
not surprising, but yet disappointing 
that amongst them were many people 
from the Churches. So I invited 
representatives of the Churches to a 
conversation with Brian Currin, a South 
African lawyer, about his involvement in 
the South African Commission for 
Truth and Reconciliation. The first 
question to him was ‘But what about 
justice?’ I vividly remember his response: 
‘This is not about justice. You cannot go 
to a widow or an orphan and say we are doing 
this in the interests of justice. This is about giving 
all parties to the conflict an opportunity to share 
in a new beginning, whether you believe they 
deserve it or not.’ He added that if our word for 
it was ‘grace’, ‘keep preaching it, for you are going 
to need a great deal of it.’  

If ‘grace’ is too churchy, I have suggested 
‘generosity’: an unconditional generosity with no 
strings attached. The generosity of spirit which 
makes it possible for us to sit with anyone, 
including our historic enemies. Even those at 
whose hands we may have suffered. The 
generosity of Gordon and Joan Wilson, whose 
daughter died in the Remembrance Day bomb in 

Enniskillen; of Alan McBride who lost his wife 
in the Shankhill Road fish shop; of Maura Kiely, 
whose son Gerard was killed as he left his church; 
of Michael McGoldrick, who at his murdered 
son’s graveside pleaded with all involved in 
violent word or deed to bury their pride and later 
spoke of ‘the power and the grace to forgive from 
the heart.’ 

Forgiveness 
Here I tread softly, for this is the most difficult 
and sensitive word of all. The last thing we must 
ever do is to suggest that anyone who finds it 
difficult to forgive is in any way less worthy than 
others who apparently can. Having offered less 
‘churchy’ words for confession and grace, I have 
invited others to suggest another word for 

forgiveness. Neither I nor any others 
have offered an alternative. 

I remember the first visit of the Dalai 
Lama to Belfast. We were packed into 
the Ulster Hall to hear a message of 
peace. Then came the question: ‘What 
can you say about forgiveness?’ 
‘Forgiveness … Forgiveness …’ he 
repeated many times, looking 
somewhat perplexed: ‘Who knows 
what forgiveness is?’ And that was it. In 

response to the Dali Lama, and from many 
conversations with victims and survivors, it is 
those who themselves have forgiven or been 
forgiven who have helped me to understand what 
forgiveness is. 

A gospel story that fascinates me is of the 
paralysed man at the pool of Bethesda, where the 
water was believed to have healing powers. Here 
was a man who had lain at this pool for 38 years 
in the hope of being cured. Jesus asked him if he 
really did want to be healed. Was this not an 
offensive question? After whatever number of 
years we measure our troubled past, and our 
individual and collective suffering, do we really 
want to be healed? g

… it is those who 
themselves have 
forgiven or been 

forgiven who 
have helped me 

understand what 
forgiveness is.
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The latest round has been the vote within Belfast 
City Council to incorporate Irish language into 
city logos like those on the sides of bin lorries. 

None of this should have surprised anyone 
given the statutory recognition of Irish as an 
official language but unionists regard its 
extension in the public sphere as advances within 
a culture war. Irish language activists see it 
differently. They routinely argue that Irish 
belongs to everyone. They often describe it as 
‘indigenous’ and point to the number of place 
names which are gaelic in origin, like Shankill 
and Ahoghill and Carryduff. In fact, there are 
few place names that do not have gaelic origins 
though some, like Portballintrae might arguably 
derive from the Scottish Gallic. 

And campaigners refer back to the role of 
Presbyterians and the Anglo Irish in their 
promotion of Irish in the nineteenth century. 
The Presbyterians learnt the language to be better 
able to proselytise among Irish Catholics. The 
Anglo Irish interest had quainter, more romantic 
foundations similar to the enthusiasm for 
Scottish myths about Ossian. 

Yet often these same champions of Irish 
contradict their very assertion that it is a language 
for all by framing their arguments around the 
claim that they are protecting an oppressed 
culture, demanding the parity of esteem 
promised in the Good Friday Agreement. 

Well, either Irish belongs to everybody or it is 
the treasured heritage of a distinct community 
and each time it is presented as one of these 

diminishes the degree to which it can be regarded 
as the other. Much unease was created around the 
plan to provide bi-lingual street names in Belfast. 
The council ruled that any street with 15% of its 
residents asking for a second language on its sign 
would have its way. A minority language needed 
only a minority to require its recognition. So 
absurdities arose like a street with only two 
houses in it getting Irish language signage on the 
vote of one household, even as the other opposed 
it. 

And, there being six possible groups of 15% 
but only one second language on offer (whether 
it be Ulster Scots, Polish, Hindi or whatever), the 
first to get its way blocks all the others. 

Some in the council hoped that requests would 
be made for signage in other minority languages 
but this was always a campaign for Irish. The 
police announced that defacing these signs would 
be treated as a hate crime. Some were indeed 
defaced. But the anger around it seems to have 
died down. 

One problem with this scheme is that it seems 
to add another layer of demarcation onto the city, 
reinforcing the division between areas in which 
British and Irish identifying people live. But, if 
people know that these signs went up in many 
cases with just 15% support they will know not 
to fear that the street itself is claiming a specific 
ethnicity. 

The promotion of Irish is still identified mostly 
with one community though most of us would 
rather it wasn’t.

The Irish language continues to be at the 
heart of contention in Northern Ireland.

Fraught Irish relations  
 
Malachi O’Doherty  

Malachi O'Doherty is a writer and commentator and former editor at Fortnight
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Instead, powers for broadcasting remain at Westminster, where they sit under 
the Department for Culture, Media & Sport, with regulations applied by 
Ofcom – a UK-wide body.   

As a team of academics from the universities of Ulster, Aberystwyth, Glasgow 
and Goldsmiths, University of London, we will produce the first 
comprehensive, four-nations study on this topic over the next two years or so. 
‘Broadcasting Policy in a Devolved UK’ will provide an evidence base to inform 
political and civic debate, at the very moment the constitutional settlement 
that the UK operates under is facing pressure from all sides, and at a time when 
the media and communications structures which play a key role in the 
formation of citizenship are creaking. 

From the very inception of broadcasting in the UK, now more than a century 
ago, it was seen as an important way of bringing the nation together – and of 
creating it, and of projecting a version of it back to its own citizens. As 
Medhurst has shown1, the first Director-General of the BBC, Lord Reith, saw 
broadcasting and the Corporation’s role within it “as a social cement, binding 
the nation, creating social and cultural unity”. And as the technology of, first 
radio, then television developed, the argument ran that the control of the 
airwaves should remain in the gift of the State, partly due to a rejection of what 
was perceived as the chaos of early unregulated radio broadcasting in the USA.  

While the social and cultural assumptions that underpin this point have 
changed dramatically in the decades since, and the internet has opened up a 
panoply of ways for the dissemination of audio and video content outside of 
these structures, it remains the case today that the UK government forwards 
detailed legislation around the structure, financing and ownership of 
broadcasters; and that the regulator Ofcom, allocates space on the spectrum, 

One of the curious facets of devolution post-1998 to the UK’s 
nations (Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) is that while 
powers for arts and culture were devolved to all three, powers for 
broadcasting were not. This means that although legislators in 
Edinburgh, Cardiff and Belfast can have influence over heritage, 
galleries, music and sport, they have no influence over how the 
airwaves are governed.  

Should powers for 
broadcasting be devolved?



and regulates for content – such as around harm, offence and impartiality in 
news. It is however a firmly centralised governance model that plans and 
governs the UK’s broadcasters, even if there is autonomy for the broadcasters 
themselves to a greater or lesser extent. We now turn to each of the UK’s nations 
to outline how the potential for the devolution of broadcasting powers has been 
approached. 

Scotland 

In Scotland, there has been longstanding debate of the topic, 
with various commissions and reports addressing it in the late 
2000s. Most notably, the Scottish Independence White Paper 
in 2013 suggested that a newly independent Scotland would 
see the setting up of the ‘Scottish Broadcasting Service’ – its 
own public broadcaster to replace the BBC north of the border. 
And the Scottish National Party manifesto at the 2024 General 
Election stated that the lack of devolution meant “we are 
restricted in our ability to ensure [broadcasting] better reflects 
the needs and priorities of Scottish audiences”. 

Wales 

It is perhaps in Wales where the issue has received most attention – not limited 
to the Welsh-language elements of the debate. As in Scotland, the early days 
of devolution saw a series of Commissions run to address its functioning, and 
recommend reform. For example, the Silk Commission in 2014 found high 
levels of public support for the devolution of broadcasting through its evidence 
gathering. While it stopped short of recommending it, it made a series of 
recommendations on the subject.  

Elsewhere, the Institute of Welsh Affairs has undertaken research on 
broadcasting regulation, and the representation of Wales and its people on air. 
In 2024 the Senedd Culture Committee then published the report of an 
Inquiry into the current state of play of public service broadcasting in Wales 
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BBC Scotland, Glasgow 
The SNP 2024 manifesto promised 
to ‘Devolve broadcasting powers to 
enable broadcasters who have a 
public service remit to better meet 
the interests of Scottish audiences 
GEOGRAPH.UK, JIM BARTON, CREATIVE COMMONS

which considered devolving broadcasting powers. It suggested 
that “Wales is not getting a fair deal from broadcasters”, and that 

“Welsh interests are not being sufficiently considered in 
discussions related to public service broadcasting”. The 

Welsh Government had previously been committed to 
establishing a Broadcasting and Communications 

Advisory Body, but in May 2025 it changed its 
mind and instead suggested that existing bodies 

such as Creative Wales2 could carry out the 
same work. 

Headquarters of S4C, Carmarthen 

©: CREATIVE COMMONS RHODRI AP DYFRIG 
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Northern Ireland 

In NI broadcasting is a reserved matter under the devolution settlement: that 
is, it could be transferred to Stormont if cross-community consent was given 
(putting it in the same category as civil aviation and pensions regulation, for 
example), and where it can legislate with the “consent of” the Secretary of State. 
It was in that context that Sinn Féin called for broadcasting devolution in 2013. 
At that time Rosaleen McCorley MLA set out that “The main argument … 

for such a move is to create an environment in which decisions on what 
is broadcast are the result of a local decision-making process”. McCorley 
went on to argue that while some programming in NI was “reflecting 
life and culture as we know it”, there should be more of it. The motion 
voted on, as amended by the SDLP, would have entailed the setting up 
of an advisory panel to address the issue – but it was defeated on a cross-
community vote.  

Since then, there has been almost no political scrutiny of the issue, 
and as a policy idea it appears to be largely off the table for most Parties. Rather, 
local politicians save most of their energy on the subject for the seemingly 
endless debates around whether the BBC is biased against them or for their 
opponents, debates which of course stretch back decades (and have their roots 
both in the pre-Troubles and the Troubles periods). Sometimes one encounters 
calls for a change on funding: for example, it was DUP policy going into the 
last General Election that it would “seek the abolition of the BBC licence fee 
and the creation of a successful subscription-based service to replace it” (though 
most commentators believe there is no realistic prospect of a subscription-BBC, 
not least as it is most-likely not even technically possible at this stage).  

That is not to say that there is no local input into broadcasting policy or 
regulation – with local politicians generally well engaged with opportunities 
to speak on the matter. Both the Ofcom Northern Ireland team and its national 
staff frequently engage a range of interested parties, while both BBC Northern 

Ireland and Channel 4 staff are consistently engaged and willing to reach 
out. Local politicians also feed into debates around the development 

of the Screen Industry, for example, as powers for that are under 
the Department for the Economy, and administered 

through its next-step agency Northern Ireland 
Screen. However, at times there have been 

significant gaps in provision for the 
representation of NI interests in the field 

of broadcasting. Most notably the role 
of Member for Northern Ireland on 

the BBC Board was unfilled 
between 2017 and 2023, until 
the appointment of Michael 
Smyth.  

BBC Broadcasting House, 
Belfast. ‘bringing the nation 

together… creating it… 
projecting a version of it 
back to its own citizens’. 

© PUBLIC DOMAIN 

Local scrutiny of politics, 
as in UTV's current affairs 

series, is essential. Would the 
devolution of broadcasting 

increase democratic literacy?
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But what about England? 
Despite there being no devolution to England in the same manner as 
the other nations (ie. there is no English Parliament or Assembly), 
England makes up some 85% of the population of the UK. Of course 
there has been the establishment of directly-elected Metro Mayors – 
such as in Manchester, Liverpool, Yorkshire – and overall, there is 
growing interest in English regional devolution, with the Institute for 
Government stating that “Devolution to England’s cities and counties 
is high on the political agenda”. How might the devolution of 
broadcasting be factored into this? We note, for example, the call in 2019 for 
the establishment of a Cornish Public Service Media organisation, which 
proponents argued would have “a significant positive economic impact both 
through direct activity and indirect and induced multipliers”, such as through 
economic development and increased employment in the sector. It remains 
unclear as to how broadcasting powers could be devolved on a regional basis. 
We will be exploring this. 

A question of language?  
Central to the devolution of broadcasting powers is that of 
the role of non-English-language broadcasting. Provision 
in languages that include Welsh, Scottish Gaelic, Cornish, 
Irish and Ulster-Scots is already delivered by the 
broadcasters such as the BBC, S4C (Wales), MG ALBA 
(in Scotland), and on the island of Ireland, through RTÉ 
and TG4. While provision is partly a matter of policy, it is 
also strongly a matter of politics. This is perhaps the case 
no more strongly than in Wales, where the Welsh Language 
Society Cymdeithas yr Iaith was the organisation that first 
made the case for the establishing S4C, a Welsh-language 
only broadcaster.  

Focusing on NI, the background is a mixed one. The Good Friday 
Agreement made the call to address “the scope for achieving more widespread 
availability of  Teilifís na Gaeilge [TG4] in Northern Ireland”, and to “seek 
more effective ways to encourage and provide financial support for Irish 
language film and television production in Northern Ireland”. Today, Public 
Service Media organisations cooperate and compete for access to funding on a 
cross-border basis, while the Irish Language Broadcast Fund and Ulster-Scots 
Broadcast Fund run by Northern Ireland Screen in Belfast support the 
production of relatively small amounts of content annually.   

Surely not more devolution 
When scrutinising the possibility of more devolution to the NI Assembly, we 
of course need to first highlight how poorly it has handled so many areas of its 
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Crá 2024, an Irish-language 
murder mystery series, TG4, 
BBC N Ireland and BBC 4. 
CREDIT FIBIN MEDIA AND ZOOGON LTD 

BBC Radio Ulster Ulster-Scots 
Rhythms  
IMAGE SCOTS-IRISH MEDIA



24 
FORTNIGHT @ 55

Phil Ramsey is a Lecturer in the 
School of Communication and 
Media, Ulster University; Jamie 

Medhurst is Professor in the 
Department of Theatre, Film & 

Television Studies, Aberystwyth 
University; Inge Sorensen is 

Senior Lecturer in the School of 
Culture & Creative Arts, University 

of Glasgow; Tom Chivers is 
Research Associate in the 

Department of Media, 
Communications and Cultural 

Studies Goldsmiths, University of 
London. The project team were 

awarded £79,600 by the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council, for 
the project ‘Broadcasting Policy in 

a Devolved UK’. 

1  See Jamie Medhurst, ‘Entertaining 
the Nations’, 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/historyofthebb
c/100-voices/entertaining-the-

nation/the-nations 
2  Creative Wales is “an internal 

economic development agency of the 
Welsh Government”, working on the 

development of the creative industries 
in Wales.

existing brief – that is when it and the NI Executive are actually functioning. 
Indeed, the institutions have been suspended for almost 40% of their existence. 
NI has extremely long hospital waiting lists; among the worst infant mortality 
rates and heart disease rates in the UK; a suicide rate that is regularly one of 
highest in the UK; and rates of violence against women and girls that make 
NI one of the most dangerous places for a woman to live in all of Europe. Not 
all social ills result from Northern Ireland Executive mismanagement – but 
given overflowing in-trays for Ministers, why would they want even more 
devolution? And indeed, the same question may apply for Ministers in all of 
the devolved nations, where instead perhaps maximising what they can achieve 
under their current powers might be preferable. 

If Broadcasting was Devolved, what would politicians  
do with it?  
What would the benefits for the devolution of broadcasting actually be? For 
example, would the NI Executive want to bring in higher quotas for production 
of television and radio programming that would be created for NI audiences, 
and made in NI? Would Stormont seek to make broadcasters operating here 
more accountable to elected members? And could broadcasting be used to 
better ‘reflect life and culture as we know it’?  

In the Northern Irish context the perennial arguments over culture – whether 
bonfires, flags or marches – would surely be transferred wholesale onto how 
the airwaves are approached. In the meantime, one concrete option is for the 
Northern Ireland Executive and Assembly to make better use of the existing 
structures they have. For example, why are broadcasting executives so seldomly 
called in front of Stormont committees? And could more be done with All 
Party Groups (including the Press Freedom and Media Sustainability one)?  

As the project visits each of the nations of UK to explore the matter, 
including a session which will run in Belfast, we will actively engage opinion 
on the subject. g

Members of the research 
team, with delegates at the 

project launch event, 
Aberystwyth University, 9 June 

2025  
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Healing through photography 
Belfast Exposed’s vision for recovery, 
resilience and connection 
A camera as a lifeline 
Deirdre Robb 

McKinney’s experience is echoed by hundreds of others who have taken part 
in Belfast Exposed’s pioneering Healing Through Photography programmes. 
What began as a modest initiative delivered throughout COVID, has grown 
into one of the most distinctive strands of socially engaged arts practice in the 
UK and Ireland. 

The origins of a movement 
The roots of therapeutic photography lie partly in PhotoVoice, a method 
developed in the 1990s to help marginalised communities tell their own stories 
through images. At the same time, strands of art therapy began exploring 
photography as a form of self-expression and reflection. Belfast Exposed brings 
these traditions together. The result is not clinical therapy, nor traditional 
community arts, but something in between: structured, creative programmes 
that help individuals process experiences, find resilience, and connect with 
others. 

As one participant put it, “I could never have spoken openly about what I 
was going through. But I could show it in a photograph of an empty chair. 
That said everything.” 

How it works 
Healing through photography does not require expensive cameras or years of 
training. It begins with a safe, supportive space. Participants use phones or 
digital cameras to respond to themes such as home, memory or hope. The 
images are then shared in groups. This moment of dialogue – explaining, 
listening, recognising – is where much of the healing happens. One facilitator 
recalls a woman who photographed her washing line, “It sparked laughter and 

“Photography saved my life.” 
That is how David McKinney describes his 
journey with Belfast Exposed’s therapeutic 
photography programme. After a severe 
mental health breakdown, the simple act of 
taking photographs offered him a way back. 
“Looking through the lens gave me a new 
perspective. I could step outside my head for 
a while and see the world differently. That 
helped me see myself differently too.”
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Flowers reflected in water 
Photograph by David McKinney
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conversation about the weight of domestic life. That laughter was healing in 
itself.” 

Many programmes culminate in an exhibition. For participants, seeing their 
work on a gallery wall is transformative.  A participant said, “When I saw my 
photograph on the wall, I thought, ‘I exist. People can see me.’ That was the 
first time I’d felt that in years.” 

On a weekday morning, a small group gathers in the gallery’s studio. The 
brief is simple: take three photographs that answer the question, What does 
‘home’ feel like today? One man walks to the river and photographs a rusted 
mooring ring, explaining later that it anchors him when his thoughts start to 
drift. A young mother photographs a patch of light on the kitchen floor where 
her child plays. Another participant brings back an image of a closed gate, 
taken at eye level; in the discussion she admits she almost didn’t show it. “It’s 
how I feel when the anxiety is bad,” she says. The group sits with the image in 
respectful quiet before someone notices the tiny gap beneath the gate. “There’s 
still a way through,” a voice offers. That single observation changes the mood 
of the room. 

Exercises vary, sometimes it’s texture and shadow, sometimes portraiture 
without faces, sometimes a sequence that moves from darkness to light. What 
matters is the gentle choreography of risk and safety, the rhythm of making 
and reflecting, the knowledge that no one will be pushed beyond what they 
are ready to share. 

Why Belfast Exposed? 
Belfast Exposed was born in 1983, during the Troubles, when communities 
were tired of being misrepresented. Cameras were placed in local hands, and 
ordinary people began documenting their own lives. That democratic ethos 
has defined the organisation ever since. 

Therapeutic photography feels like a natural extension. “This is photography 
by the people, for the people,” says Deirdre Robb, CEO of Belfast Exposed. 
“Only now it’s not just about representation. It’s about healing. It’s about 
recovery, connection, and imagining new futures.” 

Independent research has shown that every £1 invested in Belfast Exposed 
generates £5.10 in social value, much of it through health and wellbeing. But 
the real evidence is human. “I started the programme thinking I was broken,” 

A Belfast Exposed community 
walk
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said one refugee. “By the end, I realised I wasn’t broken at all. I had a story to 
tell.” 

Much of this approach has been part of Belfast Exposed for decades. Senior 
Engagement Manager, Mervyn Smyth has used photography in therapeutic 
ways for more than twenty-five years, long before the terminology was 
common. His instinctive practice, creating safe spaces, encouraging expression 
fostering connection laid the foundations for what would later be formalised. 
It was only when Smyth, alongside Sam Robb, completed a postgraduate 
qualification in Therapeutic Photography at Robert Gordon University in 
Aberdeen that the organisation gained the language and theoretical framework 
to describe what it had already been doing.  

Today Belfast Exposed runs five public galleries, houses an archive of more 
than a million images, and publishes internationally recognised photobooks. 
Yet it has never lost sight of its roots. Exhibitions by acclaimed artists like 
Martin Parr and Paul Seawright share space with projects by asylum seekers, 
older people with dementia, or young people facing anxiety. Photography here 
is not an elite pursuit. It is a shared human language. The Healing Through 
Photography programmes capture that spirit more clearly than anything else. 
The gallery becomes a place not only of culture but of care. 

Ethics, care and craft 
Because the work touches on memory and trauma, ethics are not an 
afterthought but a craft. Facilitators use trauma-informed approaches: choice, 
consent, control. There are clear boundaries, this is not clinical therapy and 
there is careful signposting to support when needed. Participants control what 
is shown publicly; captions and sequencing are co-designed, and the right not 
to share is treated with the same respect as the decision to exhibit. 

The archive brings another layer of care. Participant work is preserved with 
permission, ensuring that personal stories are not extracted for spectacle but 
held as part of a living cultural record. In some workshops, 
historical images from the archive are used as prompts for 
intergenerational dialogue, connecting private memory with 
public history. “Seeing an image from the 80s beside one I 
took last week made me feel part of Belfast’s story,” said one 
participant. “It stopped me feeling invisible.” 

Gathering momentum: the conferences 
To cement its leadership in this field, Belfast Exposed created 
the Healing Through Photography conference series. These 
events bring together artists, health professionals, academics 
and participants to exchange practice, share evidence and 
shape policy. At the 2025 conference at the MAC 
(Metropolitan Arts Centre, Belfast), participants’ 
photographs hung alongside presentations by psychologists and artists, giving 
equal weight to lived experience and professional expertise. We wanted to create 

Mervyn Smyth won an achievement 
award for his work in mental health 
 

Belfast Exposed conference 
Healing through Photography; 
Trauma and the art of recovery, 
April 2025 
Mark Wheeler (Left) and Neil 
Gibson (right) 
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a space where policymakers could 
not only hear the statistics but also 
stand in front of an image and feel 
its impact. 

While therapeutic photography is 
being explored in Canada, the 
United States and Scandinavia, it 
has rarely been the focus of a 
dedicated international forum. By 
hosting these gatherings, Belfast 

Exposed has positioned Northern Ireland as a global leader, offering a model 
for how the arts and health sectors can collaborate.  

The conferences are also about legacy. Proceedings are published, participant 
work is archived, and research partnerships are fostered. Panels have tackled 
the practicalities and ethics of consent and co-authorship, evaluating impact 
without reducing people to metrics, integrating creative practice into health 
pathways. The ambition is that therapists, GPs, artists, social prescribers and 
community leaders can leave with a shared language and a practical roadmap. 

Evidence and impact 
Alongside stories of changed lives, Belfast Exposed works with partners to 
collect data on confidence, connection and wellbeing, drawing on validated 
tools such as the Warwick–Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale. The numbers 
matter because they help secure funding and build trust across sectors; the 
images matter because they reach people that numbers never do. A recurring 
theme in evaluations is agency. Participants speak about moving from being 
looked at to doing the looking, from being subjects to becoming authors.  

The universality of photography means the programmes reach an 
extraordinary range of people. It doesn’t matter if you’re sixteen or seventy, if 
you’re from Belfast or Somalia. Everyone can take a photograph. Everyone can 
find meaning in an image. And everyone can heal through that process. 

Belfast Exposed is planning to establish permanent Therapeutic Photography 
Hubs within communities in partnership with health trusts, so the door is open 
year-round rather than only when a project is funded; along with Training the 
Trainers programmes, collaborations with universities, strengthening the 
evidence base, and cultural tourism initiatives. We aim to produce more 
participant-led photobooks and digital stories that travel beyond the gallery 
walls, and to ensure that those who create the work share in its authorship and 
life.  

Healing through photography is a simple act with profound consequences. 
To take a photograph is to pause, to notice, to express. To share it is to be seen. 
To reflect on it is to grow. For Belfast Exposed, this work is more than a project. 
It is a philosophy, a belief in photography as a tool for recovery, resilience and 
hope.  

Deirdre Robb, CEO of Belfast 
Exposed. A former artist and 

administrator with organisations 
like Arts Council NI and Belfast City 

Council, she stepped into the role 
with a passion for community-led, 

socially engaged photography. g
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The English composer Raymond Warren (1928–2025) 
arrived in Belfast in 1955 to lecture in the Music department 
at Queen’s. By the time he left Belfast in 1972 he was referred 
to in The Belfast Telegraph as ‘the Irish composer, Raymond 
Warren’ and had made a wide-ranging and long-lasting 
impact on the music and culture of Northern Ireland 
through both his teaching and his music.

His earliest major success, The Passion (1962), was a setting of words 
from J.B Phillips’s accessible new translation of the Gospels. The 
premiere was at the University, but Warren arranged for a second 
performance to be given in the ‘town’ because he was convinced that 
a composer should primarily be useful to his community. And the 
community provided the young composer with both inspiration and 
opportunity.  

A natural collaborator, his 1959 children’s opera, Finn and the 
Black Hag with a libretto by the Belfast writer, Janet McNeill was an 
early success. This was followed by a further collaboration with 
McNeil in 1963, the opera, Graduation Ode. As in-house composer 
for Mary O’Malley’s Lyric Theatre Warren wrote music for numerous 
productions including the complete plays of W.B. Yeats. The 
connections made at the Lyric led to his 1970 composition, There Is a Time 
for the choreographer Helen Lewis. By this time his sensitivity to words 
(consistently commented on by reviewers) had drawn him to the poets Seamus 
Heaney and Michael Longley, with both of whom he collaborated in the early 
70s.  

From 1962 The Belfast Festival at Queen’s both brought international figures 
to the city and provided a platform for local talent. Warren’s music became a 
key component. At the 1965 Festival he had four substantial works performed 
including the premiere of his First Symphony. 

Writing in the 1965 Festival programme, Charles Acton, the renowned 
Music Critic of The Irish Times, stated, “To be a member of a relatively small 
community (but one large enough to give one support and resources) keeps a 
composer in touch with reality… in the middle of this century’s musical 

Raymond Warren in Belfast 
An English composer who gave voice to 
Northern Ireland 

Edward Davies 
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climate it needs now Warrens who speak so that ordinary musicians can 
perform, and audiences enjoy, the music.” 

Though now receiving national attention on the British mainland, Warren 
renewed his focus on the local. He became Resident Composer to the Ulster 
Orchestra, and his Violin Concerto (1966) was met with acclaim. Official 
recognition for the range and quality of his work came when he was the first 
person in the UK to be given a personal chair in composition in 1966. In 1967 
his Song for St Cecilia’s Day (text by W.H. Auden) was premiered as part of his 
inaugural lecture in the University. Again, there was a second performance later 
that the day in the town. 

In his lecture Warren states,  

“Why should the joyful affirmation of music and poetry ever constitute 
an affront to life? …we can hardly point to any events which have been 
materially changed by the agency of music…what can it do to remedy 
the sad state of the world, to rearrange? The reply is that it can only help 
us to weep and, looking ahead to the very last line of the poem ‘to do it 
more beautifully”.1 

His words were prescient.  
Songs of Unity (1968) was commissioned by Methodist College, Belfast to 

mark their centenary. It was requested that the subject should be Christian 

A wind quartet performing 
in  Queen’s music 

department to celebrate 
Warren’s 90th birthday in 

2019
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Unity and the finished work included sung contributions by ministers 
representing the major denominations: Presbyterian, Roman 
Catholic, Church of Ireland and Methodist. The first performance 
was picketed by Ian Paisley who objected to the participation of 
Catholic clergy.  

Writing in the July 1968 edition of Music in Education, Warren 
reflected, 

“I suppose that most of those reading this will only have heard 
of Ulster’s religious life as the result of the activities of a few 
extremists who hit the headlines. Acts of reconciliation rarely 
reach the press and although it is true that our community here 
tends to divide into religious groups even for its political life, I 
can say that in twelve years here I’ve seen virtually no evidence 
of it in our musical life.”  

On another occasion he stated: 

“Traditionally, music has always 
been thought of as outside 
politics… having daily to wrestle 
with such problems as 
reconciliation my music gets 
involved in it too and I find that 
some patterns of thought naturally 
spill over into the music.” 

As the atmosphere in Northern 
Ireland grew increasingly tense 
Warren’s music became, at a more 
fundamental level, a witness to 
events. If the positivity of Songs of 
Unity showed the world as it might 
be, his Second Symphony (1969) 
showed the world as it was.  

Writing of his First Symphony Warren had said: 

“…Human beings are mostly lonely people having great 
difficulty conversing with one another… the shapes and timing 
of music are very like the basic patterns of human experience 
and thought, and so these shapes, enlivened by the musician’s 
skills, can strike deep resonances within us…” 

In the Second Symphony this belief was to be fully realised. 
The violence of the Troubles in Northern Ireland infuses the music 

with a desperate urgency from the startlingly dissonant opening 
gestures. The final movement is a searing lament for the suffering of 

Edward Davies with Raymond 
Warren (RIGHT) at a seminar in 
2010
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a whole society; it is perhaps the purest musical expression of the Northern 
Ireland conflict. This is music of disconcertingly honest clarity; there is no false 
comfort. Both sides in the conflict are united in experiencing violence and the 
grief that is its inevitable consequence. 

1969 saw the publication of Seamus Heaney’s second poetry collection, Door 
into the Dark which included A Lough Neagh Sequence. In 1970 Heaney and 
Warren performed this sequence of seven poems together with the composer 
at the piano. Drawing on his experiences of providing music for plays, Warren 
realised that Heaney’s poetry could not be set as song without distorting its 
own distinctive verbal music. Instead, he provided framing piano preludes and 
postludes for each poem. The poetry reflects on place, identity and tradition 
but Warren’s music has no suggestion of Irishness about it. He knows he is an 
outsider and so provides music that sets the verse in a different context. The 
movement of eels is evoked using continental serialist procedures.  

The musical language makes a connection with the European-facing aspect 
that was to develop further in Heaney’s later work. That Heaney continued to 
endorse this presentation of his poetry is confirmed by the recording he made 
with Warren’s music in 2011.  

After years of writing very public pieces, the intimate, A Pavane for these Sad 
and Distracted Times for solo piano was Warren’s last work before leaving Belfast 
to take up the post of Professor of Music at the University of Bristol.  

In one sense he never left. The concerns of those years spent in Northern 
Ireland had become his concerns, and they continued to be expressed in a 
variety of ways in his output, from his inaugural public lecture at Bristol, 
Madrigals in Time of War to his 1988 oratorio, Continuing Cities which follows 
a lament for the destruction of ‘Hiroshima’ with a radiant vision of hope for 
reconciliation in a symbolic ‘Jerusalem’. 

Edward Davies was a student at 
the University of Bristol where he 

held the Organ Scholarship. His 
final year dissertation on W.H 

Auden and Stravinsky was 
supervised by Raymond Warren. 

Following postgraduate study he 
has worked extensively as a choir 
trainer, conductor, accompanist, 

and composer. He is Head of 
Music at St Mary Redcliffe & 

Temple School in Bristol and is 
currently writing a book on 

Raymond Warren’s life and music. 

1 Three Songs For Saint Cecilia’s 
Day, W.H. Auden
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Some of Raymond Warren’s music can be heard at: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Raymond_Warren 
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=OLAK5uy_nFeXbXjjePShWhjSN3kFn60Rr
PS5EY-Ro&si=Wri-FIbQBhVridM_ 

From the score of A Lough Neagh 
Sequence
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My English teacher, Mrs Kennedy, at the ‘Protestant’ Newry High school had 
also encouraged us to keep a current affairs diary. In more recent years, I had 
written and published a handful of articles and poems. Now I had an inkling 
about writing again. My mother loaned me hard cash and I gained a place on 
Queen’s University’s MA in Creative Writing.  

I particularly loved the Life Writing module. One day I shared a piece in 
class, complete with country dialogue, based on my childhood on a farm 
during the Troubles. The subject matter was triggering to write and tougher to 
share. The lecturer suggested that this writing might have something and this 
recognition chimed with my growing sense that my perspective on that time 
was new; I had never before encountered a protagonist situated in that time 
period who shared my background.  

Around this time, Anna Burns won the Booker Prize with her devastating 
and funny novel Milkman. I felt an affinity with Middle Sister, a young girl in 
a male-dominated and sometimes threatening world, though previously I had 
avoided reading anything with a Troubles theme. Who could bear to read about 
the things we’d watched daily on the news at the time, living through the phone 
calls from neighbours and family about bombs and shootings, and the men 
going to all the funerals? Yet Milkman had piqued my interest and I started to 
investigate Troubles novels.  

I found notable examples of Troubles-related writing like Glenn Patterson’s 
The International and Burning Your Own, Mary Costello’s Titanic Town, and 
Eureka Street by Robert McLiam Wilson, all focused on Belfast and environs. 
There were some rural settings in this writing, like Bernard McLaverty’s Cal, 
Eugene McCabe’s Christ in the Fields trilogy, Deirdre Madden’s One by One in 
the Darkness and the more recent Michael Hughes’ Country. Taking an 
unscientific survey, I found Troubles fiction to be mainly urban and mostly 
written by men. Writers presenting a rural or a Protestant perspective of the 
time were limited, and I found no women’s writing about that time that linked 
a Protestant cultural identity and rural setting. 

@55
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Examining the gap in Troubles 
fiction 
A PhD journey 

Adeline Henry 

2016. My children were settled in school and I was 
teaching English evening classes at the local college. 
Since childhood, I had kept a diary.
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My writing, rooted in my rural farming childhood, came 
out of a Protestant unionist and female perspective and I 
began to realise that it might fill a gap. When I discovered it 
was possible to do a PhD in Creative Writing – three years of 
funding to write a novel! – I had to apply.  

Beginning my research in late 2019, one of the first 
questions I explored was why there were fewer stories written 
about the Protestant unionist experience of the Troubles. In 
conversation, one Protestant acquaintance had said outright 
that artsy stuff is not for ‘us’, echoing the underlying sense I 
had that people from my background didn’t feel that culture 
– literature and the arts – was a ‘Protestant thing to do’. This 

was supported by an unspoken rural sensibility that culture is for townies, not 
for culchies, and underpinned by a classist sense that culture means highbrow 
(and not for us ‘ordinary five-eights’). 

I have an additional theory: it’s that individually we’re not used to speaking 
up for ourselves. In the old order we didn’t need to, and were encouraged to 
accept our authority figures without much challenge. Nowadays, I suspect that 
when Protestants try to make themselves heard they can sound overbearing 
and might also come across to others as petulant or thran. This could result in 
a fear-based tendency to say nothing. By contrast, through necessity, our 
Catholic friends have, broadly speaking, gained voice, confidence and status 
over the decades. 

Connal Parr’s book Inventing the Myth, Political Passions and the Ulster 
Protestant Imagination gave me pause, highlighting the valuable literary output 
and perspectives of some notable Protestant writers like Thomas Carnduff, 
John Hewitt and Marie Jones. We might also include the work of Sam Hanna 
Bell, C. S. Lewis and Helen Waddell, and even W. B. Yeats, George Bernard 
Shaw and Samuel Beckett. Looking at recent publications, I found many 
excellent women writers like Jan Carson, Lucy Caldwell, Michelle Gallen, 
Rosemary Jenkinson and Louise Kennedy.  

I met fellow researcher Angeline King who had self-published several novels 
from precisely the perspective I was investigating, bar the agricultural 
background. Poet, Anne McMaster was already writing her rural farming 
experience though my emphasis has been on my childhood experience of the 
Troubles. It seemed that aspects of the gap I had found were already beginning 
to be filled, but my story had value too: rural, south Armagh farming 
experience, a young girl in a man’s world, a Protestant in a contested place.  

I applied autoethnography and theories of gender and place, and I read about 
colonialism, patriarchy and narratives of identity. A ‘them or us’ blame game 
is always too simplistic. In her work on Israeli and Palestinian narratives 
Rosemary Hollis affirms that ‘competing national narratives operate in parallel 
with one another in a conflict.’1 Each so-called opposing identity helps to 

Adeline the schoolgirl on 
the farm



define the other; it’s the binary mindset that causes harm with entrenched 
identities reinforcing each other into ever more polarized positions that often 
escalate into conflict. I found myself reflecting on the need to check out the 
present-day validity of the narratives we carry down from our parents and 
ancestors.  

People are scared of change but it’s happening with or without them. At this 
year’s John Hewitt International Summer School in Armagh, we heard from 
Professor Peter Shirlow, Head of Irish Studies at the University of Liverpool 
and Jennifer Todd, Professor emeritus in the School of Politics and 
International Relations, University College Dublin. Each asserted that the 
voting majority in Northern Ireland is now neither orange nor green. I’d like 
to hear more from those who stand on the middle ground and about how they 
have landed there.  

Our literary changemakers, writers like Wendy Erskine and Michael Magee, 
skillfully reflect current issues in modern Belfast. Yet stories about the rural 
experience of the Troubles – the complex nature of relationships between 
farming families and communities – have not appeared in number or depth. 
So much of the population here has rural connections; we need to tell and hear 
the stories of our conflicted past in these places before we can fully write the 
present or the future.  

The process of researching and writing my PhD was mentally strenuous and 
offered a kind of intensive therapy in which I spotted and examined many of 
my own prejudices.  

I’m now happy to be writing again, having gained a place on the John Hewitt 
Society and Irish PEN Freedom to Write 2025 programme, a joint creative 
writing project supporting twenty emerging writers on the island of 
Ireland.  

I’m sending out my novel – working title A Quiet Hill – to agents 
and publishers. It’s the story of a young Protestant girl growing 
up on a south Armagh farm in the 1980s, her attraction to 
someone from a Catholic nationalist background and the 
real risks in that place when their networks collide.  

Right now, the swallows are diving over the garden 
and the blackberries are soft and juicy in the hedges – 
a seasonal reminder that things are always changing, 
but change doesn’t have to be scary.
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6th September 2025 MoLI 
(Museum of Literature 
Ireland, Dublin) with the 
Freedom to Write 2025 
group. Adeline Henry 3rd 
from right, front row

Adeline with her mother at 
her graduation

1 Hollis, Rosemary, Surviving the Story 
(London: Red Hawk Books, 2019), p176
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Dr William Wright’s book, published in 1893, was initially lauded but 
later received much opprobrium. In the twenty-first century, however, the 
type of oral history and first-generational recollection which are 
foundational to Wright’s work are recognised as valuable aids to our 
understanding of the past and this allows me to offer a new perspective 
on Wright’s story of the Irish Brontës.  

Given the large volume of contemporary correspondence from the 
sisters and their father which is still available and Mrs Gaskell’s seminal 
1857, The Life of Charlotte Brontë, it is little wonder that scholars and 
biographers quickly dispense with any meaningful research of the difficult 
and seemingly absent Irish part of the story and instead quickly arrive at 

Haworth, some via Cambridge and Patrick’s various curacies, to enjoy the rich 
pickings of Brontë past which are available in England.  

As a rule, biographers tend to devote around twenty percent of research to 
the early life of their subject – searching for influences on their subject’s life 
mosaic. Oddly, this is absent in the vast majority of Brontë biographies and is 
perhaps best exemplified by Juliet Barker in her acclaimed book, The Brontës 
when she says of Patrick, ‘For him, life effectively only began when he shook 
off the dust of Ireland from his feet and was admitted to Cambridge. His first 
twenty-five years were an irrelevance, even though they must have been 
amongst the most formative of his life.’ 

Ms Barker’s book, since its publication in 1994, has been largely regarded as 
‘the’ definitive Brontë biography – referred to by many as the ‘Brontë Bible’ – 
and seems to have become a ‘get out of jail’ card regarding any serious 
assessment of the Irish part of the Brontë story.  

There have, of course, been others who have written on the Irish part of the 

Title plate on the 1893 edition of 
The Brontës in Ireland

A reappraisal of William Wright’s  
The Brontës in Ireland or facts 
stranger than fiction, 1893 
 

Uel Wright champions his great-great-uncle’s 
controversial book 
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Approximately 2500 books worldwide have been 
published on the Brontës. But only one, The 
Brontës in Ireland or Facts Stranger than Fiction 
deals exclusively with the Irish part of the story. 
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Brontë story, notably Dr Haughton, The Brontës of Ballynaskeagh, 1978 and 
Professor John Cannon’s, The Road to Haworth: The Story of the Brontës’ Irish 
Ancestry,1980. Both authors freely acknowledge their dependence on Wright’s 
work.  

The most detailed defence of Wright’s book was published by Dr. Edward 
Chitham in 1986, The Brontës’ Irish Background. Yet this was dismissed by Juliet 
Barker in a single footnote as, ‘a misguided and unconvincing attempt to 
rehabilitate Wright.’ 

This ‘rehabilitation’ was a throwback to, and endorsement of, the savage 
criticism launched at Wright’s book by Angus MacKay (with his sarcastic take 
on Wright’s title) in his, The Brontës: Fact and Fiction, published in 1897. He 
says, ‘Wright has no critical faculty and is guilty of unreasoned acceptance of 
every alleged fact.’ J. Ramsden had already weighed in with his book, The 
Brontë Homeland: or Misrepresentations Rectified published in 1896. He says, 
‘It seems Wright had in his mind some great political and religious notions.’ 

Both McKay and Ramsden, as High Anglican Tories and supporters of 
Disraeli’s one-nation Conservatives, were fierce critics of Gladstone’s Irish Land 
Acts and saw Wright as largely an Irish upstart with an agenda to promote 
Home Rule for Ireland. Wright, a plain-speaking Ulster Presbyterian, certainly 
had personal experience of the injustices Gladstone sought to address in Ireland 
but these were not his motivations. 

When I first began to research my great-great-uncle William Wright, I 
quickly realised that in Presbyterian circles he is known as ‘Wright of 
Damascus’. Whereas, in Brontë circles, his life-informing career in Syria and 
its influence on his Brontë work is never mentioned. Indeed, he is seen as this 
one-dimensional, maverick clergyman whose book is at best a distraction to 
serious research. To find the truth we need to understand who William Wright 
was. 

Born on the 15th of January 1837 in Finnard townland, between Rathfriland 
and Newry, he was the youngest of seven children. A few years before William’s 
birth his father had helped set up the Presbyterian Congregation of Ryans 
which aligned itself with one of the more radical Presbyterian sects in 
Scotland. This dissenting Scottish nature is important to the understanding 
of Wright. 

Wright joined Queen’s College Belfast in 1858 where he studied Latin and 
Greek Literature. His love of the classics brought Wright into contact with 
the Rev. David McKee, also a classicist, and minister of the First 
Annacone Presbyterian Church, whose privately owned manse was 
at Glascar – less than three miles from Wright’s home. McKee 
tutored Wright and in 1865 became his father-in-law.  

McKee lived cheek by jowl with the Brontës throughout his 
ministry and knew Patrick Brontë’s nine siblings, both as neighbours and, 
at times, members of his congregation. Their eccentricities were well known 

Dr William Wright
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ARTS

to McKee and he passed such stories on to his pupil Wright 
with warmth and understanding. Wright himself had personal 
contact with the Brontës and encountered them in everyday 
life, especially around Glascar. 

By the early 1850s the Brontës were world-famous through 
the sisters’ novels, and Wright, in his undergraduate years, spent 
about a month, dressed as a peasant, searching for Brontë Irish 
roots in the Boyne valley. He knew that to go as a well-dressed 
student was unlikely to elicit the level of empathy and 
information he sought.  

In 1865, Wright was ordained as a Presbyterian Minister and 
left for Syria to a position in the Foreign and Jewish Mission of 
the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. His archaeological work in 
Syria led to an honorary D.D. from Glasgow University in 
1882 and, in 1896, a fellowship from the prestigious Royal 
Geographical Society.  

A brilliant linguist and fluent speaker of several Arabic 
dialects, Wright, in an address to the Brontë society in 1897, 
said, ‘During a residency of nearly ten years among the Arabs I 
learned to set much value on the traditions of a bookless people. 
Stories that descend from father to son generally rest on 
substantial fact.’ 

Wright goes on, ‘They should be recorded as traditions, with 
an account of the narrator and the opportunities he may have 
had for knowing the truth of what he narrated – these simple 
canons I observed in my book, giving not only the source of 
the traditions but the channels through which they reached me.’ 

Wright was a century ahead of his time in the understanding 
of the important role oral history can play in our understanding 
of events. One of a plethora of local examples of how ‘ordinary’ 
folk, reticent to put pen to paper, have a vital story to tell, is 
the inclusion in the re-development of the former Bank of 
Ireland building in Royal Avenue, Belfast, of a section which 
will, from 2030, allow people to tell their experiences of the 
Troubles and other local events. The ‘Story Engine’ of this 
repository has already begun recording stories. 

William Wright was no Brontë scholar, but for thirty years, 
from the early 1860s, he knew the importance of what he had 
heard and seen of the Brontë family in Ireland and that it must 
be recorded for posterity.  

When his wife’s health collapsed, Wright returned to London 
to the post of Editorial Superintendent of The British and 
Foreign Bible Society. I contend that he wished his father-in-

Some insights from William 
Wright’s book about the Brontës 
in Ireland and their impact in 
Haworth 

Patrick Brontë was not a severe Church 
of England vicar who disapproved of the 
marriage of his daughter Charlotte to his 
Irish curate, Arthur Bell Nicholls, but a 
lively story-teller: ‘Charlotte’s friend, 
Miss Ellen Nussey, has often told me of 
the marvellous fascination with which 
the girls would hang on their father’s lips 
as he depicted scene after scene of some 
tragic story in glowing words and with 
harrowing details.’ 

These stories found their way into his 
daughters’ novels. For example, 
Gallagher, a fraudulent friend of an early 
Hugh Brontë in Ireland ‘was the original 
from whom Emily Brontë drew her 
portrait of Joseph in Wuthering Heights.’  

A line from a poem about the love 
between Alice and Hugh Brontë, which 
Patrick had edited, is given to Jane in 
Jane Eyre: ‘Rochester says, “Jane suits me: 
do I suit her?” Jane answers, “To the 
finest fibre of my nature, sir.” 

In Shirley, Helstone throws an 
obnoxious bully into the ditch. Patrick, 
despite the remonstrance of his vicar, 
Tighe, seized a bully’s neck and leg and 
flung him down the hill into a ditch. 
Patrick’s first job as a schoolmaster in 
Glascar, County Down, was terminated 
due to his relationship with a mature red-
headed pupil, daughter of a substantial 
farmer. In his youth Patrick was not the 
quiet vicar of Haworth repute. 

A later Hugh Brontë, armed with a 
shillelagh, travelled from Ireland to 
Haworth and on to Charlotte’s 
publishers in London to attempt to give 
a beating to the adverse reviewer of Jane 
Eyre in the Quarterly Review. This 
pugnacity may have encouraged future 
Brontë biographers to avoid the Irish 
Brontës.  

EDITOR’S SUMMARY
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Dr William Wright reading scrolls

law, Rev. David McKee, who knew the Irish Brontës better than anyone, should 
record their story but McKee’s death in 1867 ended that dream. 

By the 1890s Wright knew his health was in decline. His experiences in the 
deserts of Syria and respect for a ‘bookless’ people had reinforced the need and 
urgency to record his first-hand experiences and those of others. He 
acknowledges this in an article for The Spectator in 1893 when he says, ‘I waited 
long for someone more skilled than I to undertake the story of this gigantesque 
family.’ 

There is one further influence which has never been named but which I 
think is important. Wright frequently wrote articles for The Bookman, as did a 
then-aspiring Irish writer called W.B. Yeats. I have no evidence that the two 
ever met but they certainly knew of each other through the journal. Yeats 
published The Celtic Twilight in 1893, the year Wright’s book was published. 
There was a resurgence of interest in a mythical, 
imaginative and poetic Celtic vision which the 
practical and materialistic Anglo-Saxons had 
lost. These traits were intrinsic to the Brontës 
Wright knew and are recognised and analysed 
by Edward Chitham. Wright also saw their 
importance but time and the nature of his book 
precluded detailed analysis. 

It was inconceivable to Wright that the 
storytelling of old Hugh Brontë, (Patrick’s 
father) was not passed on by Patrick – himself 
a gifted storyteller and from1822 a single parent 
– during those family breakfasts in the 
windswept Haworth parsonage. There is much 
in Wuthering Heights to suggest that he did just 
that. 

In 1893 William Wright penned and published The Brontës In Ireland, warts 
and all. His efforts have done much to keep the Irish part of that ‘gigantesque’ 
family story alive. With an increasing understanding that knowledge is not just 
the preserve of academia but that the voice of the common person has a 
contribution to make, we owe Wright a debt of gratitude not opprobrium.

Uel Wright, second left, with 
three descendants of Hugh 
Brontë and Alice McClory, Patrick 
Brontë’s parents 
LEFT TO RIGHT: Robb Morrow, Neil 
Jenkins and Sean McClory, April 
2025. 
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The artist as witness to conflict  
 

Diarmait Mac Giolla Chríost combines memoir 
with a study of four Irish and Welsh literary and 
artistic responses to the Palestinian conflict in his 
new book, Fieldnotes from Celtic Palestine 

@55
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From that research I wrote a book entitled Jailtacht. The Irish language, 
symbolic power and political violence in Northern Ireland, 1972–2008, 
published by the University of Wales Press in 2012. Indeed, I deliberately 
concluded that particular book by drawing upon the Palestinian poet 
Mahmoud Darwish’s characterisation of a literary form of resistance which 
asserts that while Israel can ‘invade or kill anyone’ it cannot ‘break’ or 
‘occupy’ his or her poetry. 

Very much in line with the topic that is at the heart of Jailtacht, the initial 
impetus for my book on Palestine was research I conducted into two discrete 
phenomena to do with language learning and politicized incarceration. The 
first of these is the experiences of Jewish refuseniks of the former USSR of the 
illegal teaching and learning of the Hebrew language in the USSR, a crime for 
which they were sent to the gulag. Many of these refuseniks now live in Israel 
or in Jewish settlements in the West Bank. The second phenomenon is the 
experiences of Palestinian political prisoners of learning Hebrew whilst held 
captive in the Israeli prison system. 

However, during the course of my fieldwork in Palestine over the years since 
then, the scope of the research evolved quite significantly. Reflecting upon not 
only the vast literature on the topic and, more particularly, on many of my 
experiences of the different ethnographic encounters I went through there, 
including being served Palestinian tea by the daughter of a Hamas suicide 
bomber in the family apartment in Ramallah, and being taken to Jewish 
settlements regarded as illegal under international law, it seemed to me that 
there might be some value in finding a relatively unconventional way of saying 
something about the conflict in Palestine. This is why I wrote Fieldnotes from 
Celtic Palestine. 

It was almost fifteen years ago when I decided that I would write a 
book about the conflict in Palestine. That decision arose out of my 
research into the experiences of Irish republican prisoners learning the 
Irish language whilst incarcerated in the H-Blocks of HMP the Maze 
in the midst of the Northern Ireland conflict.
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Aftermath by Osi Rhys OsmondFieldnotes is a book of many parts. It is written in the style of sociography, a 
fairly new type of sociological writing embodying various forms, styles and 
devices. It is also an example of what some describe as reflexive ethnography, 
whereby the ethnographer is subjectively present in the research. Thus, the 
work is part memoir, drawing directly upon some of my own formative 
experiences of the conflict in Northern Ireland: I am a born-and-bred native 
of Derry, and in this narrow sense the book could be said to be a part of the 
new body of memoir literature on the Troubles.  

I came to the conclusion that this subjectivity would have to be a necessary 
feature of the book as my identity, or rather it would be much more accurate 
for me to say ‘identities’, as perceived by those whom I encountered in Israel 
and in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, were so obviously important to 
them as we embarked on our conversations. How they saw me appeared to be 
crucial to how they understood and presented to me both themselves and the 
Palestinian conflict. 

The book is also a study of certain Irish and Welsh literary and artistic 
responses to the Palestinian conflict, each of whom has borne very direct 
witness to that conflict, albeit at different times, in different places, and with 
different motivations.  

The witnesses and their specific works are as follows: Brian Keenan: An Evil 
Cradling (1992), Osi Rhys Osmond: Ymateb / Response (2009), Dervla Murphy, 
A Month By The Sea (2013) and Colum McCann, Apeirogon (2020). Each of 
these testimonies of witness is a work of creative expression: an 
autobiographical prosimetrum, an exhibition of pictorial art, a travel-writing 
polemic, and a parallel-biographical novel. 
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In Fieldnotes I apply techniques from rhetorical analysis 
to my interrogation of their works as testimonies of witness 
to the conflict in Palestine. The choice of creative 
practitioners is of chronological significance too because, 
when taken together, they bear direct witness of the conflict 
in Palestine from the time of the First Intifada up until the 
Israel-Gaza War and the recognition of the State of Palestine 
by Ireland.  

Thus, one of the matters explored in the book is what is 
meant by the idea of bearing witness and how it is that 
testimonies of witness to the conflict in Palestine have 
multiplied over the years but seem to have had little actual 
effect upon the conflict. Because of this, it seems that much 
witnessing is vulnerable to becoming despairing of the 
situation and to become alienated from it.  

In Fieldnotes I attempt to set out a mode of analysis for 
understanding the extent to which a creative practitioner 
may effectively engage in political persuasion and activism 

without compromising their craft, without falling into those traps of alienation 
and despair. 

This mode of analysis is characterised by a number of things. Besides defining 
the concept of bearing witness, Fieldnotes pays especial attention to the 
particular effects that multiple and overlapping aesthetic and social forms have 
upon creative works as acts of rhetoric. Related to this is a geographical 
dimension, namely how sense of place and of presence in certain places may 
each lend themselves to the language of rhetorical argument. Thirdly, the book 
draws upon the ethnographic trope of the suffering subject and on a type of 
fieldwork that is sometimes described as dark ethnography in this task of 
analysis. 

In the most general terms, therefore, it could be said that Fieldnotes has a 
quite distinct identity in what is a very substantial body of literature indeed 
on the conflict in Palestine in its use of comparative memoir and of artistic and 
creative artefacts as sources for trying to develop an understanding the conflict 
and its possible resolutions. 

That said, Fieldnotes does not present any straightforward answer to the 
question of how to end the conflict in Palestine. Each of Keenan, McCann, 
Murphy and Osmond has their own view on that, and they are not always in 
absolute agreement with one another. Rather, in a manner that is consistent 
with the creative practices and works that are at the heart of the book in terms 
of their irreducible complexity and, at times, ambiguity, Fieldnotes ends with a 
layered reflection upon the work of another Palestinian poet, Refaat Alareer 
and in particular his poem ‘If I must die’, concluding that art in all its forms 
is a morally authoritative and persuasive witness. 

Fieldnotes from Celtic Palestine 

University of Wales Press 

Pbk £19.99 

ISBNS: Pbk 9781837721894 

eBook pdf 9781837721900 

eBook epub 9781837721917 

Children playing in the Old City 
Jerusalem

Professor Diarmait Mac Giolla 
Chríost is based at Cardiff 

University. 
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review

Boy Dreams of Sand Yachts 
on Vermillion Sands 

Alexandra Corrin-Tachibana 

 

 
Belfast Twilight 
Liam Carson 
 
Salmon Press  pb  £11   

ISBN  978 1 915 022967 

In The Heart of Haiku1, Jane Hirshfield writes that 
Basho’s haiku ‘conduct an extended investigation 
into how much can be said and known by image’, 
and this is exactly what Liam Carson has 
accomplished in his first haiku collection, Belfast 
Twilight, dedicated to his brother, Ciaran Carson. 
Comprising thirty-one haiku, senryu and micro-
poem sequences, the poems, full of pathos and 
humour, depict the personal and the universal, and 
use limpid language and images to guide us through 
varied landscapes. Liam Carson navigates scenes 
such as the Northern Irish Troubles, his mother’s 
decline, the city of Dundee, and the beauty of the 
Galway islands of Inis Mór and Árainn Mhór, 
capturing moments both peculiar to his own life 
and resonant for us all. 

Only one poem, The Buddha’s Arms, is set in 
Japan, but the presence of the haijin Matsuo Basho, 
and of Japanese sensibilities, pervades the 
collection. This is evident from the opening Road 
to the North, which although leading us into the 
terrain of the Troubles, is also a tribute to Basho’s 
iconic poetic travelogue, Narrow Road to the Deep 
North. The collection is in keeping with the concept 
of wabi sabi – finding beauty and pathos in an 
imperfect, impermanent world, and it is fitting that 

the closing haiku reads like a Japanese death poem, 
or jisei, reflecting on the inevitability of one’s own 
mortality, albeit defiantly: 

raven 
circling over me 
i am not yours yet 

The theme of the transient nature of life is dealt 
with head-on in poems exploring the Troubles and, 
as Gabriel Rosenstock notes in his introduction, it 
is not unusual for haiku to deal with political topics. 
I was reminded of the dark haiku of Sanki Saito2, 
many of which depict the bleak outcomes of war 
(for which he was imprisoned for a few months in 
1940). There is a sense of foreboding and spiralling 
out of control, in Belfast Twilight’s first poem, Road 
to the North, where, in the opening three haiku, 
Carson repeats the lines ‘the train/ hurtling north’, 
creating a perturbing, insistent tone. Not 
surprisingly, in the final haiku of this sequence, the 
destination on a signpost is Blackskull, which 
segues into three consecutive poems focusing on the 
Troubles: Belfast Twilight, Belfast, and Belfast Night. 

The impact of these ‘Belfast poems’, which 
appear early in the collection, is heightened by their 
unfolding through the eyes of a young narrator 
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who, in Belfast Night dreams of ‘sand yachts/ on 
vermillion sands’, but instead witnesses ‘body parts 
shovelled into bags’ on the evening news, as part of 
quotidian life. The Belfast sequence comprises forty 
haiku and senryu, culminating in a final five line 
tanka. The stream of densely packed and disturbing 
images reflecting the Troubles is an onslaught on 
the senses, as it must have been for the real life boy 
watching: 

showers of glass 
men with sledgehammers 
smash bus windows 

Japanese American poet, Kimiko Hahn, 
distinguishes haiku and senryu thus: ‘In short, the 
subject of the haiku is nature; the senryu, human 
nature. The haiku customarily pivots with a sudden 
awareness; the senryu is more of a snapshot.’3 

The snapshots we are given in the Belfast senryu 
feel compelling because of referencing sites 
associated with the Troubles, including Smithfield 
Market (destroyed by incendiary bombs in 1974), 
Falls Road and Clonard monastery. Carson also 
pinpoints moments in time through including 
everyday objects that would have been common in 
the seventies, such as Marvel comics. Horrific 
events are occasionally punctuated by humour, 
which as Kimiko Hahn notes, is a feature of the 
senryu, ‘the haiku’s comic cousin’. However, the 
humour here is dark: 

in the pub 
a gunman who could charm 
the knickers off a nun 

In addition to the retelling of incidents though 
the eyes of a ‘young boy’ who ‘weeps’ at the 
destruction of Smithfield Market, the senryu are 
intensified by juxtaposing joyful activities with 
violence, within the sparse three line senryu vessel: 

we play rounders  
on Ballycastle beach 
Belfast burning 

As mentioned earlier, the aesthetics of this 
English- and Irish-language collection (one poem 

is composed in the Irish language) are very 
Japanese. This is reflected in the structure of the 
haiku and senryu. The language is lucid and sparse 
and although mainly laying out the haiku and 
senryu in three lines as is customary in English, 
Carson does not adhere to the popular 5-7-5 
syllabic structure. As such there is no extra padding. 
Each word is carefully measured and placed on the 
line. There is also no punctuation other than what 
is suggested by line breaks. Lack of punctuation is 
typical in Japanese poetry. This, with the simple 
language and precisely chosen phrases produce 
stark, striking poems. There is also a nod to 
Japanese aesthetics in the poem Spider Web, which 
later on in the poem breaks out of its Westernised 
three-line haiku, and includes three haiku laid out 
as single horizontal lines. In Japanese, a haiku 
would appear as one line, written vertically down 
the page. In Carson’s Spider Web the abrupt 
inclusion of these horizontal, one-line haiku, 
emphasize a change in the tone of the poem, from 
stunning natural images to more sinister, disturbing 
ones:  

Old cottage the stench of dead sheep 

Yet there is a tenderness in many of Carson’s 
senryu, and his Mother in Winter sequence, which 
builds up a series of vignettes of the narrator’s 
relationship with his mother, (who he threads 
needles and makes tea for), is especially moving, 
through its highly sensory and images: 

old wardrobe 
after all these years 
the smell of mother 

The sparseness of language and punctuation and 
the precise imagery remind me of haijin Masaya 
Saito’s Snow Bones4, a collection of haiku in English 
including sequences about losing parents, conveyed 
through meticulous language and carefully selected 
everyday images, denoting a specific place and the 
emotions associated with it. 

I was equally moved by Carson’s depiction of 
moments in nature, which felt both familiar and 
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timeless, such as in this exquisite scene from his 
sequence, Island Haiku (Inis Mór): 

setting sun 
in the horse’s brown eye 
so soft his nose 

In both the Mother in Winter senryu and the 
horse haiku, there is a powerful sense of beauty 
and sadness intertwined, epitomising the Japanese 
concept of sabi, which Jane Hirshfield defines 
thus: ‘To feel sabi is to feel keenly one’s own sharp 
and peculiar existence amid its own 
impermanence.’5 

In addition to themes of childhood trauma, 
impermanence, and grief, Carson further explores 
human fragility through topics such as 
homelessness and substance abuse. In few words 
and images, the poem Night Walk provides a 
snapshot of someone smoking heroin, at a specific 
moment in time, when telephone boxes were still 
in use: 

flaming lighter 
in a dark phone booth 
someone chases the dragon 

Human fragility is set against the backdrop of 
nature’s power of rejuvenation, through images such 
as an oak tree in a London graveyard ‘outliving/all 
the dead.’ But there are also joyful scenes and I love 
how Carson captures the playfulness of a robin 
darting ‘in and out of the brambles’ in Holy Well, 
Dalkey, and the image of the curious snail who 
comes out of its shell and ‘probes / the summer 
rain’, in Summer Rain. This poem, repeating the 
phrase ‘summer rain’ in all but one of the seventeen 
haiku in the sequence, creates the impression of the 
incessant rain intensifying our awareness of the 
moment, shutting us down with our thoughts.  

Life is also celebrated in Carson’s ekphrastic 
sequence, After Jack B. Yeats, where: 

in a pub’s darkness 
a woman sings 
of a swallow’s songs 

Yet in this sequence, as elsewhere, lighter scenes 
are juxtaposed with the dark, and alongside happier 
moments, there is an intense sense of human 
vulnerability, for example in the depiction of a sailor 
returning home to an empty house. 

In his introduction to this collection, Gabriel 
Rosenstock states that haiku should be ‘deeply felt’. 
I felt every one of Carson’s haiku and senryu. The 
robin darting in and out of the brambles could have 
been the one I see on the bridle path near my home; 
the man struggling up steps from the sea might 
have been my dad in his eighty-first year ascending 
steps at Whitley Bay; and the delays at Crewe in the 
‘wee small hours’ might have been those on my 
family’s trips to the Isle of Man in the eighties, via 
Crewe, to catch the Liverpool ferry.  

Belfast Twilight demonstrates the scope of haiku 
and senryu as a vehicle for diverse content and 
illuminates the potential of sequences to bombard 
the senses. Basho wrote: ‘To learn about the pine 
tree, go to the pine tree; to learn about bamboo, 
study bamboo’.6 In this collection, Carson has 
succeeded in interrogating his subject matter and 
putting his reader at the scene. Belfast Twilight is a 
collection that you will read and return to and that 
will likely inspire you to try your own hand at these 
quintessentially Japanese forms. 

1 The Heart of Haiku, Jane Hirshfield (Kindle, 
Single;2011). 
2 Selected Haiku 1933-1962, Sanki Saito and Masaya 
Saito (Isobar Press; 2023). 
3 Senry : The Haiku’s Comic Cousin, Kimiko Hahn 
(Poetry Society of America). Available at: 
Senry : The Haiku’s Comic Cousin 
4 Snow Bones, Masaya Saito (Isobar Press; 2016). 
5 The Heart of Haiku, Jane Hirshfield (Kindle, Single; 
2011). 
6 Quoted in The Heart of Haiku, Jane Hirshfield (Kindle, 
Single; 2011).



46 
FORTNIGHT @ 55

Currer Bell in Banagher 

Melissa Fegan 

 

 
Charlotte  
Martina Devlin 
 
Lilliput Press  hb  £15 

ISBN 978 1 843 519041 

‘Jane Eyre is getting married to Arthur. And they’re 
coming to Ireland on their honeymoon.’ 

Martina Devlin’s, Charlotte is the second recent 
novel, after Pauline Clooney’s Charlotte and Arthur 
(2021), to focus on Charlotte Brontë’s only trip to 
Ireland in 1854, following her marriage to her 
father’s Irish curate, Arthur Bell Nicholls. 

While Clooney follows the newlyweds diligently 
from their wedding day in Haworth to their 
honeymoon tour through Wales and Ireland, 
Devlin’s novel begins in Banagher with Arthur’s 
cousin – and second wife – Mary Anna Bell. The 
historical Mary gets a brief mention in one of 
Brontë’s letters home during her wedding tour, ‘a 
pretty lady-like girl with gentle English manners’, 
‘very amiable and pleasing’. Devlin’s fictional Mary 
is spikier, and makes a shrewd and observant 
narrator. Her brother Richard calls her ‘a sly puss. 

A watcher’, and some of what she has to witness, 
including the enthusiastic sex life of the newlyweds, 
is literally toe-curling. 

Luckier than Daphne du Maurier’s second Mrs 
de Winter, the future second Mrs Nicholls not only 
meets but becomes a friend and confidante to her 
cousin’s celebrity wife during their visit. Far from 
resenting her rival, married to their husband for a 
single year rather than her forty-two but 
overshadowing everything, Mary understands and 
welcomes the shadowy third who gives her life 
significance and purpose: ‘I could have said no to 
him. But I was unable to refuse Charlotte’.  

The novel takes its epigraph from Kierkegaard: 
‘Life must be understood backwards; but…it must 
be lived forwards’. Charlotte is told largely 
backwards. After a brief account of the Nicholls’ 
arrival in Ireland in 1854, it shoots forward to 
1913, with the now widowed Mary under siege 
from a journalist looking for sensational copy on 
Charlotte’s relationship with M. Heger during her 
time in Brussels, and the (real) collector and 
professional Brontëite Clement King Shorter, who 
is anxious to secure more Brontë relics, particularly 
Charlotte’s wedding dress.  

Charlotte is very good on the responsibilities and 
betrayals of the guardians of literary memory and 
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heritage. Both Charlotte and Mary choose to burn 
items rather than allowing them to fall into the 
greedy hands of the curious, while Mary is both 
cheated by, and cheats, Shorter.  

Building on the long-standing suspicion among 
Brontë readers and biographers that the real 
Charlotte destroyed Emily Brontë’s second novel, 
Devlin has her confess to having done so, against 
Anne’s wishes, as ‘an act of love’ to both Emily and 
their brother Branwell, on whom the central 
character was based. Mary, forced to sell Brontë 
memorabilia to keep her house and servant, resents 
the ‘snoops’ who ‘pore over every detail, handle each 
scrap, shop-soiling with their touch’. In the novel’s 
epilogue, Mary’s servant Hope Porter visits the 
Brontë Parsonage Museum in Haworth, trying to 
decide whether to sell or donate three Brontë items 
she has inherited which would change the historical 
record in dramatic ways, but is repelled by the 
people peering at Charlotte’s things: ‘Brontëmania, 
Miss Mary called it. A cult. Unhealthy’. This is a 
little chastening for those of us who love the literary 
pilgrimage, among whom Devlin counts herself. 

From 1913 we move through Arthur’s death in 
1906, Mary’s marriage to Arthur in 1864, and 
Arthur’s return to Banagher in 1861, before arriving 
back in 1854. While handled deftly, there are some 
small chronological slips as a result of this 
backwards movement: for example, Mary discovers 
the secret of Hope’s parentage in the 1864 section, 
but seems to already know it in the later 1854 part.  

The timeline also swells to accommodate the 
Famine, the legacy of which is everywhere in 
Charlotte. Devlin is here redressing the strange 
omission of the Famine from Brontë’s works and 
letters. In an odd reversal, Devlin has the English 
Charlotte explain Black ’47 to the Irish Mary who 
lived through it: ‘They died on the road, grass stains 
around their mouths. […] No coffins. A tangle of 
human flesh’. Hope Porter is a child of Black ’47, 
while Charlotte’s aunt Alice Brunty is driven mad 
by the mass graves of that year. Charlotte has no 
sooner arrived in Kingstown than she is accosted by 

a starving girl carrying a baby, who tells her – in 
Irish translated by Mary – that they are the only 
two remaining of a family of eight, the rest having 
died of hunger.  

Charlotte’s grief for her siblings finds its 
counterpoint in several such encounters with 
figures who have lost their entire families to 
starvation or fever: the Bells’ coachman Denis 
Coughlan and his ten-year-old son, Ben the 
stableboy, are the only survivors of a family of seven, 
as is the maid Lizzie Nolan. Charlotte tries to forge 
fellow feeling by comparing losses, but is rebuffed 
by Lizzie: ‘Ah no, Ma’am, there’s hard ways to die 
and ’asy ways to die. The hunger’s not…it’s…’  

Devlin also reintegrates Charlotte into her Irish 
family, inventing an audacious escape to the 
Bruntys of Drumballyroney against the wishes of 
her father and husband, where she experiences true 
Irish hospitality and storytelling. One legacy of this 
is the fictional Charlotte’s final work, an Irish ghost 
story, The Phantom House. This story, with its 
mother forced by her husband’s insistence on 
conjugal rights to give birth to nine children who 
die almost immediately, resonates with many other 
references in Charlotte to children lost, abandoned, 
or averted, unmarried mothers who kill their 
children or take their own lives, fathers and 
husbands who try to control women’s fertility, wives 
who hope to win their husband’s love through 
bearing children, and of course to Brontë’s own 
death in pregnancy.  

Devlin succeeds by not trying to inhabit 
Charlotte or encapsulate her life. She remains an 
enigma, and Devlin largely sidesteps the dilemma 
of catching the essence of a writer whose biography 
is already so well-known by telling the story 
slantwise. She makes judicious use of her poetic 
licence to give us a novel to absorb both the 
Brontëmaniacs and fans of historical fiction alike.
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For well over two decades, Philip Stephens has been 
one of the most highly regarded journalists working 
in London reporting on developments at heart of 
the Anglo-British political and financial 
establishment for readers of the Financial Times – 
itself one of the very few remaining redoubts of 
seriousness in Britain’s increasingly trivial and 
trivialising intellectual culture. Readers of his latest 
book, These Divided Isles: Britain and Ireland, Past 
and Future, reap the benefits of all his skill and 
experience. 

This is a survey of the relationship between the 
two islands of Ireland and Britain – with a few guest 
appearances by my own Ynys Môn (Anglesey) in 
the form of the gritty port town Holyhead. 
Stephens’ focus is on the century or so from the 
signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty to the present day. 
He writes with marvellous lucidity and elegance, 
his prose further leavened by deft use of telling 
quotes and vignettes. Moreover, while Stephens 
wears his erudition lightly, his reading and learning 
are evident. Equally apparent is his direct 

knowledge of many of the more recent events under 
discussion and their related dramatis personae. Of 
course, readers may quibble with some the resulting 
judgements. Still, it is hard to imagine anyone 
completing the book without having gained some 
new insight, this no matter how familiar they are 
with the broad outlines of the story told in it. 

Adding to the enjoyment of the reader is the 
critical edge on display. Some if this is very 
Financial Times, to coin a phrase. Witness, for 
example, the patrician and wholly deserved disdain 
for Boris Johnson and his ‘shameful premiership’. 
But more interesting – and bracing – is the impact 
of Stephens’ own ancestral roots and school 
holidays spent roaming the ‘mountains, rivers and 
boglands around Kiltimagh, my mother’s home in 
Ireland’s wild west.’ 

Connections between the UK’s political 
establishment and nationalist, even republican, 
Ireland are nothing new, of course. Two Welshmen 
who feature in this book’s early chapters are cases 
in point. David Lloyd George was without doubt, 
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in the words of Michael Collins, ‘all craft and 
wiliness’ in his dealing with the Irish negotiators of 
the Treaty. Nonetheless, sharing a platform with 
Land Leaguer and IRB man, Michael Davitt, was a 
key moment in the young Lloyd George’s 
emergence onto the political stage. Similarly, 
recalling his period at university Aberystwyth, 
Thomas Jones, one of the Treaty’s negotiators as 
well as a key source for subsequent historians, noted 
the extent to which he and his fellow students were 
inspired by the prospect of Irish home rule and how 
he ‘brought and read the essays and poems of 
Thomas Davis.’ 

It is, one suspects, Stephens’s Irish heritage that 
has served to inoculate him so thoroughly against 
the bromides and bullshit that characterise the 
standard Anglo-British rhetoric about Ireland north 
and south, most recently in the context of Brexit. 
Rather, he is acutely aware of the condescension, 
the indifference and the often-casual cruelty that 
has attended official Britain’s relationship with the 
island over which it has cast such a long shadow. 
His distaste and despair at this state-of-affairs and 
those who have perpetuated it, be that thoughtlessly 
or with malice, are obvious. The heroes of his story, 
on the British side at least, are those politicians and 
civil servants who have been willing to do the right 
thing and engage with Ireland in ways that differed 
from this historical pattern when it would have 
been all too easy for them not to have bothered. 

While always aware of the unequal nature of the 
relationship across the Irish Sea, Stephens is also 
critical in his treatment of the two main political 
and cultural traditions on the island of Ireland itself. 
Thus, as one might readily imagine, De Valera 
receives short shrift. The same is true of series of 
Unionists leaders in the north who worked so 
assiduously to render what the author describes as 
Britain’s ‘colonial possession’ a ‘cold house for 
Catholics’. 

Stephens’s celebration of the impacts of the 
liberalisation and internationalisation of Ireland’s 
society and economy allows him to combine his 

Financial Times worldview with his ancestral pride. 
In the context of relations across the island, he 
regards the modernisation of the Republic as a 
necessary if not a sufficient step towards making 
unification thinkable. Similarly, he regards Brexit 
as having further facilitated though not guaranteed 
eventual unification. This not only because of the 
ways in which the process of withdrawal from the 
European Union demonstrated how little even self-
styled unionists in rest of the UK care about the fate 
of the British in Northern Ireland, but also because 
of the damage that Brexit has wrought to the future 
prospects for the UK itself. 

The book concludes by supporting eventual 
unification, but not just yet: ‘Partition may have the 
look of an anachronism, but ripping off the sticking 
plaster is the wrong answer… The wound has yet 
to heal.’ 

These Divided Isles is an intelligent and unusually 
lucid account of a century of interaction between 
Britain and Ireland that should be widely read 
across all these islands, but especially in Britain 
where the story is far less familiar. However, for 
reasons that will be readily apparent to anyone who 
reads the book, this is unlikely to happen. Rather, 
its audience will almost certainly be drawn from 
across the two jurisdictions in Ireland or from those 
on the other island who take a particular interest in 
Irish affairs – people of Irish decent like Philip 
Stephens himself or, in my experience at least, 
Scottish and Welsh nationalists interested for 
different reasons. This is a great shame but is 
unlikely to change. Indeed, the many pathologies 
and humiliations of Brexit are serving to render 
most Anglo-Britons even more inward looking and 
solipsistic than before, not least with regards to 
relations with their nearest neighbours – inhabitants 
of the peripheries of their own state very much 
included.



poem

Flower Pressing for Beginners 
for Debbie Riches 

 

 

Nothing strange like thorny tall teasel, 
or grasping hand of purple loosestrife. 
No grasses or leaves from neighbouring maple, 
aquatic arrowheads or tight balls of knapweed. 
Nothing like that. You kept it pure: 
common daisies, pink-tipped petals, 
crushed under loose brick on your garden wall. 
 
Flower pressing for beginners in five simple steps: 
choose a flower, wrap in newspaper, 
dry between pages of a heavy book. 
Apply weight evenly; wait days or weeks, 
relieve the pressure and get your first look. 
 
I’ll press you a spray of common flowers 
from cow fields near our childhood road. 
Pink-tipped petals will call out, parch quickly, 
eternalize their colour for others to know. 
I’ll notice the news page from long ago. 
Perhaps read the story of a distracted driver 
who mounted a path and cut into showers, 
a bloom of innocence up a garden wall, 
laced to a bicycle aiming for home. 
© Jason Lovell 

Jason Lovell

The Seamus Heaney Award for New Writing has been 
hosted by Community Arts Partnership for the last 11 
years through its Poetry in Motion project. 
The Partnership is now in its 25th year of operations and 
is principally funded by the Arts Council of Northern 
Ireland.  
 
Seamus Heaney contributed to Poetry in Motion’s very 
first anthology and the late Nobel laureate’s widow, 
Marie has supported the Seamus Heaney Awards since 
their inception in the immediate aftermath of his 
passing.  

Jason Lovell, winner of the Seamus Heaney 
Award for New Writing 2025

The anthology of poems selected from entries, on the theme of Measure, is available from 
https://www.ebay.co.uk/str/newbelfastcommunityarts


