Theway forward for Northern Ireland

Hume, John

The Irish Times (1921-Current File); Nov 6, 1971, _ _
ProQuest Historical Newspapers. The Irish Times and The Weekly Irish Times

pg. 10

. THE IRISH TIMES, SATURDAY, 'NOVEMBER 6, 197T

has -been levelled at the attitude
of the elected representatives of
the Social Democratic and
Labour Party for the stand they
have taken in relation to with-
drawal from the Northern Ireland
Parliament and their attitude to
non-participation in talks about
solutions while internment lasts.
in fact, a detailed examination of
our policy will reveal that it is the
only honest approach to solving
the present situation in Northern
Ireland.

Qur policy, which includes with-
drawal of elected representatives
at local level and civil disobedi-
ence of the mass of the people is
designed to produce a complete
withdrawal of consent from the
system of government in Northern
Ireland. This withdrawal has been
formally institutionalised by the
attendance of withdrawn represen-
tatives at an alterpative assembly.
iWe believe that any detailed ex-

amination of the Northern Ireland

problem will reveal that all our
- problems stem from the system of
igovcrnmcm‘ itself and that the first
step towards any solution must be
the end of it.

We are prepared to accept in the
‘short term the charges of creat-
ing polarisation, in order to re-
move the real roots of sectarian
discord. " with all its consequent
evils—the system of government
created by the Government of
Treland Act 1920.

Age-old problem

When George V spoke at the
opening of the Northern Ireland
Parliament exactly 50 years ago,
he hoped that the settlement that
had then been agreed and the sys-
tem of government that he came
to initiate would bring to an end
“the age-old Irish problem, which
weighs heavilv upon us, as it did
upon our forefathers”. Today, the
age-old Irish problem is 50 years
older, is still weighing heavily on
the shoulders of British statesmen,
and the system of government set
up 50 years aco is seen to have
been an utter failure.

There is no greater evidence of
the failure of the syvstem than the
barbed wire barricades and lines
of British soldiers that separate
citizen from citizen on the streets
of Belfast. The polarisation of the
community is as great, if not
ereater. than it was then. Yef. in
snite of the evidence of the polar-
isation and of the mounting death

be a full realisation at Westminster
that the first step towards a real
solution is the acceptance of the
failure of the system and of the
need to abolish it.

On reflection, its failure was in-
evitable. The very nature of. the
Northern Ireland State and the
manner of its creation made it so.
When the British Parliament, then
fully representative of the British
and Irish people, decided at the
beginning of this century to grant
home rtule to Ireland under a
Dublin  parliament, the Ulster
Unionists, with the help of the
Conservative Party of the day, de-
cided to defy that democratic de-
cision and to take up arms to pre-
vent its implementation.

Their leader, Sir Edward Carson,
said in September, 1912: “In the
event of this proposed parliament
being thrust upon us, we solemnly
and mutuajly pledge ourselves not
to recognise its authority. T do not
care twopence if it is treason or
not”.

“We will set up a government”,
he said. “I am told it will be il-
legal. Of course it will. The volun-
teers are illegal and the Govern-
ment knows they are illegal, and
the Government does not interfere
with them. Don’t be afraid of il-
legalities™.

Doomed to [ailure

The British Government of the
day bowed to the threat, and
Northern Ireland was set up, based
on illegality and treason. As such,
it was doomed to failure, for it had
within itself the seeds of its own
destruction, The rule of law had
been broken, but the Ulster
Unionists and . their Conservative
friends. It has mever obtained in
Treland since, and from that
initial infringement has derived the
violence and counter-violence that
has periodically scarred the face of
modren Ireland. .

A State set up on such flimsy and
illegal foundations had really little
chance of surviving. Democracy had
no chance of flourishing in a body
politic born of such fundamentally
anti-democratic action. In addition,
the boundaries of the State were so
drawn as to provide a permanent
majority for Protestant ascendancy,
and the Ulster Volunteers were
“legalised” into the B Specials, a
guarantee of the continuation of the
Right-wing threat which is the basic
source of Unionist power. Against
such a background, to talk, as
present-day  Unionists do, of
democracy in terms of majority will,
is nonsense.

In such a stuation, the Westmin-
ster Parliamentary system cannot
work either, for its very essence is
a balanced two-party system, which
produces a regular change of gov-
ernment. In Northern Ireland, it
produces, as it was designed to do,
a permanent one-party State based
on sectarian division and which per-
manently alienates from power and
decision-making the permanent
minority. .

Within such a system, normal
non-sectarian politics are impos-
sible. The only honest non-sectarian
course of political action is to break
the system. In giving to Northern
Ireland in 1920 a parliament based
on the Westminster model, the
British  Parliament  was only
strengthening its original error and
creating a situation which could
only be maintained by repression
and injustices, and which gave rise
to permanent instability. .

Normal standards

In addition, terms like “Govern-
ment.” “Parliament,” “Prime Minis-
ter” and “Minister,” in relation to
the Northern Ireland system. served
only to cloud a clear understanding
of the nature of Northern Ireland,
for it is not and never has been a
sovereign State, It is but a local
administrative -~ unit within the
United Kingdom, and if it is to be
maintained as such there is neither
justification nor necessity for pre-
tending that control of power should
be subject 1o the normal standards
of a sovereign parliamentary democ-
racy.

The standards of a subordinate
regional council would be much
more accurate and much more
applicable, and there is no reason
whatsoever why it should not be
administered by the community as a
whole. This argument is heavily
underlined by the fact that the
“laws” passed at Stormont are
largely an exact replica of those
already passed through the West-
minSter Parliament, and we have
had the repeated spectacle of a Tory
Unionist  “Government”  putting
through Stormont the Socialist legis-
lation of a British Labour Govern-
ment without batting an eyelid.

There is one area of significant
exception — the ficld of law and
order. It is not without some signifi-
cance that this is the field which
has caused most embarrassment to

v

Britain. It is equally significant that

the only other part of the former
British colorial empire in addition e
Northern Ireland that was allowed
to retain its own private army was
Rhodesia. Hence the importance of

revival of the B

the,demand for a third force or the
v Specials — again
evidence of the real source of
Unionist power -— the threat of
armed resistance lest the British
Parliament should ever democrati-
cally decide to take decisions con-
trary to the will of Northern
Ireland’s “democratic and loyalist
majority.”

It is Unionist power and privi-
lege inextricably bound up with the
whole system of government in
Northern Ireland that the British
Army is defending today, To
understand - why the Army has
come into conflict with the Catholic
community one need look no fur-
ther. Yet this is a complete re-
versal of the role which the Army
came to fulfil. When the British
Army arrived in Northern Ireland
in August, 1969, they came not
only because of the failure of the
forces of faw and order within
Northern Ireland itself to protect
Catholic areas, but also because
those same forces were in the van
of the physical attack on places like
the Falls road. Five hundred
Catholic families had been burned
out of their homes and more
people had lost their lives. Yet,
today. the British Army finds itself
acting as the agents of the political
party and the system whose ex-
cesses brought about their inter-
vention in the first instance.

Catholic hostility

In that context, it is not difficult
to understand Catholic hostility to
the British Army. It is this hos-
tility, particularly universal in the
ghetto areas, which makes it pos-
sible for the I.LR.A. to operate. Add
to this the fact that it js the Army
which has to carry out intensive
searches of Catholic homes and
areas, and which had to carry out
the internment operation in spite
of the advice of their leaders
against its introduction.

In the two months since im-
prisonment without trial was in-
troduced, 88 people have met

violent deaths in Northern Ireland.
In the preceding 10 months, the
figure was 28. Disastrous is the
only valid description of the pre-
sent policies and the bilterness is
intense and increasing in Catholic
areas which have been the victims
of this policy and which initially
regarded the British Army as
liberators from Unionist misrule.
There can be no solution through
a continuation of such policy. It
will only harden Catholic opinion
even further to a point where the
emotional fellow feeling  of
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A GREAT DEAL of criticism toll, there does not yet appear to

Southern Irishmen will spill over
into their total involvement as well.
. British policy in Ireland today is
dictated, as it has been since 1913,
by the threat of the Right-wing
Unionist. It was this thrcat that
created the Northern Ireland State
in 1912 and that first introduced
the gun into modern Irish politics
after an absence of 50 years. It was
these same forces that have held
the Northern Ireland State’ by and
through injustice ever since under
their slogans of “n¢ surrender”
and “not an jnch.” It was these
forces that resisted with contempt
all the parliamentary and Constitu-
tional attempts at achieving simple
social justice. finally driving people
onto the streets in October, 1968.
It was these forces that met the
Civil Rights Movement with viol-
ence in Derry, Burntollet, Armagh
and elsewhere. It was the violent
pogroms of these forces against the
people of the Falls that brought
the British Armiy into Northern Ire-
land and created the Provisional
LR.A, It was these forces that
have brought down O'Neill and
Chichester-Clark, and which are
still resisting change and making
any reality of reform under the
present system a nonsense.

Real solution )
There ‘can be no real solution till

the British Government Fface up.

squarely to this threat. The re-
markable thing is that every pos-
sible way has been tried to bring
Northern Ireland into the 20th cen-
tury except this, for when the power
of the threat is broken the solu-
tion to the Irish Question will be
remarkably easy.

The threat of a Right-wing back-
lash has been the major factor in
Unionist policy and  their main
source of power ever since 1912,
They have used it to slow’ the pace
of reform. They are using it again
today. Their power was consider-
ably weakened by the removal of
the B Specials. Hence the demand
for a third force.

The British Government should
face up to it in the knowledge that
the . 1912 situation  no . longer
obtains, Today, there is no Kaiser.
no Carson or no Curragh. Neither
is there any sympathy anywhere in
the world, except perhaps in Rbn-
desia and South Africa, for the
Unionist position. There will be no
permanent peace in Ireland until
that threat has been faced and its
power broken, and to do so is a lot
less painfu! way of solving the Irish
problem that the policies of the
past or present,

To do so docs not require mili-
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tary actior, but politica] action.
The action that is necessary is the
abolition of the system of govern-
ment to which the threat gave
birth and which has since been the
underlying cause of so much suf-
fering and death in ireland. To do
so will free all Irish people, both
Catholic and Protestant, from the

burdens and tensions which the
present situation imposes upon
them. While it remains, sectar-

ianism will be the major force in
Northern Irish politics, since the
system of governmery was designed
to uive permanent power to one
section of the Northern Irish
peopie, based on sectarian domina-
tion,

Protestant fears

The stated purpose for the
crealion and maintenance of this
system of government has becn
Protestant fears of a united Ireland.
The price of assuaging these fecars
seems to far outweigh their reality.
The remarkable fact is that, in spite
of the enormous price that is being
paid by Britain and by the people
of Northern Ireland for the
assuagine of these fears, they don’t
seem to have ever been subjected to
any serious cxamination, They
should be examined now as part of
the entire review of the whole Irish
problem that is taking place in
Whitchall. The Unionists shoulq be
asked to list their objections to a
United Ireland. Such objections
could be much more easily met
than the objections to Northern
freland.

Most Unionists will admit to the
inevitability of a united country.
Even Lord Craigavon said in 1938:
“In this island we cannot always
live separate from one another. We
are too smail to be apart or for
the Border to be there far all time.
The chanege will not come in my
time. but it will come.” The chanege
should come by agreement, for the
only worthwhile unity is unity by
agreement. The search for the asree-
ment should begin now. There is
little point in evading any further
the inevitability on which all are
agreed.

The British Government should
declare publicly what is the private
conviction of all British parties.
that Irish unity is inevitable and
that it will take all steps necessary
to encourace the agreement that
will bring it about. With the pros-
pect of European entry and the
develonment of common social and
aoricultural policies, and the re-
maval of economic frontiers. the
difference in living standards will
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be erased. In any case. Britain
would find little difficulty in guar-
anteeing present Northein social
and welfare standards till equalisa-
tion comes about,

The biggest swumbling block
would be the olq one—the fear of
Rome Rule. This need not be one
at all, for most Irishmen today
would have little difficulty and
indeed would be delermined that
a Constitution of a united ireland
would be a pluralist one and would
protect the right of all sections of
the Irish people. Such a country
could well be dominated by the
Northern Protestant, for their quali-
ties would undoubtedly strengthen
and flourish, freed from the defen-
sive mentality imposed upon them
by the present siwuation. Churchill
put it better in 1912: “it would be
a great disaster 1o lreland if the
Protestant population in the North
stood aloof from a national Parlia-
ment . .. No man can measure in
words, or can tell. the blessing that
Ulstermen have ip their power to
bestow on their fellow countrymen,
or the benefits they woulg confer
on the State, or the fame and
honour they would reap themselves
if they would lead a united Ireland
home.” He was right then, and his-
tory has proved it. He is right now.

First step

The British Government and
Parliament should not fear 1o set in
motion the movement towards the
inevitable. If they break the power
of the Right-wing threat, then such
movement presents little or no
difficulty. The f{irst and essential
step, whatever the agreed solution
to emerge from the present situa-
tion, must be the abolition of the
present system of government.

Carson said 1n 1912: “The Attor-
ney-Genera] has been giving me 4
lecture. He says that the course of
action that 1 am taking will le-!
to anarchy. Does he think thar 1
do not know that?” There 1 nu
one who surveys the sirects of Nor-
thern lreland today who could
question that that is precisely where
it did lead. Carson lived 1o reflect
on his mistakes. He said in 1921
“0 was in carnest, | was not plaving
politics. I believed al] this. I was
only a puppet, and so was Ulster
and so was lreland in the political
game that was to get the Conserva-
tive Party into power.” The victims
of that game were the people of
Northern [reland, then and since.
Is there a British statesman today
with the courage to set the record
straight?



