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INTRODUCTION


In October 1996, the South African church leader Michael Cassidy remarked about Ireland: ‘One notices how people are gripped by the past, remembering the past, feeding on the past.’1 As revealed by the title, Irish History Matters, a major concern in this volume is how and why history matters in Ireland, north and south. An opening chapter looks at the way history, or, more correctly, ‘views of the past’, ‘historical perceptions’ or ‘historical myths’, have influenced the present in Ireland. History in Ireland has been heavily contested between communities. These views served in part to cause and to sustain the ‘Troubles’, which ran for three decades from the late 1960s until the late 1990s. Eventually, many of these historical perceptions were challenged, which helped to allow important reconciliation and to promote the peace process. Such historical views and the ways they altered are examined here. As indicated by the subtitle, other chapters look at politics, identities and commemoration. This book investigates how these issues have been influenced by historical developments – how and why Irish history matters. Public history and its impact on society and politics are studied. New approaches are taken to these issues in their historical context which allows better understanding of our contemporary world.


These essays are based on my research over the last three decades, and include already published material as well as new work. They reflect how my interests have grown over the years. Originally I studied modern history and political science at Magee College Derry/Londonderry and Trinity College Dublin. In the 1970s in Dublin, under the supervision of northerner Theo Moody, a leading figure in efforts to promote objective scholarship in the writing of Irish history, I researched Ulster parliamentary politics, 1868–86, and Irish elections, 1801–1922. I became a member of the politics school at Queen’s University Belfast in 1979 and my teaching and research focus moved to the study of modern politics in Ireland, north and south, with special emphasis on the contemporary Northern Ireland ‘problem’. My work at this time also concerned politics in other parts of Europe, which gave me a valuable comparative perspective on developments in Ireland.


I became assistant director in 1988, and then director in 1993, of the interdisciplinary Institute of Irish Studies at Queen’s. Two areas of particular interest at the institute in the 1990s were the Irish diaspora and commemorations, and my research work now extended into these topics. In 1995, when President Mary Robinson delivered her groundbreaking speech at a joint sitting of the Irish parliament in Dublin on the subject of the Irish diaspora, I was invited to attend as a guest of the president. Her speech and the writings of historian Don Akenson, a former senior research fellow at the institute, radically changed our understanding and appreciation of the diaspora. They have informed my treatment of the subject in this book. In 2002 I returned to the politics school, where my main teaching and research concerns centred on political identities in twentieth- and early twenty-first-century Ireland. My career and interests are reflected in the following essays.


The first chapter looks at history, identity and the peace process. Over the years I have tracked and analysed how ideas of history have impacted on current politics in both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. The next part looks at a number of commemorative events in Ireland. These tell us much about public awareness and celebration of our history. I examine how a century ago St Patrick’s Day and Armistice Day/Remembrance Sunday were marked widely, became restrictive, but are now again shared events. Attention then focuses on the ways in which the Siege of Derry, 1688–89, and Theobald Wolfe Tone – two diametrically opposed, single-identity subjects – have been recalled annually by their respective political communities. Ian McBride has remarked: ‘What is so striking about the Irish case is not simply the tendency for present conflicts to express themselves through the personalities of the past, but the way in which commemorative rituals have become historical forces of their own.’2


The next part is concerned with Irish identity in Ireland and among the diaspora. In the early 1900s most people in Ireland, including Ulster unionists, regarded themselves as Irish, but this is no longer the case. Today relatively few unionists in Northern Ireland consider themselves Irish. We examine the historical developments that caused this change, and consider current trends in relation to Irish identity. A chapter on the Irish abroad studies the great diversity among the diaspora. The next chapter looks at the Irish in America, drawing special insights from the example of former President Barack Obama’s Irish ancestry. New information and the work of historians about the many millions abroad with an Irish background have implications for identity in Ireland. It is clear that over the years and in different places, in Ireland and abroad, Irish identity has been understood and expressed in many different ways, hence the title of this part is ‘Identities’ rather than ‘Identity’.


In the final part, on the period 1885–1923, a chapter examines the 1885–86 general elections. As John Coakley has pointed out, the 1885 general election marks ‘the birth of modern Irish party politics’, while the 1886 general election confirmed and reinforced this outcome.3 These elections were critical for the political confrontation in early twentieth-century Ireland that led to partition in 1921 and subsequent party politics and divisions in both parts of Ireland. The last chapter looks at the fate of southern Protestants, 1919–23 – a subject ignored until recently and now a matter of some controversy.


These essays reflect my interests as a historian and political scientist. To a certain extent they also reflect my personal background and interests. Questions of identity have long intrigued me. My father was Belfast born, a graduate of Trinity College Dublin and an army chaplain, D-Day veteran. He considered himself to be both a loyal British citizen and a proud Irishman. My mother’s people were farmers from Tartaraghan, Co. Armagh, near Drumcree, the site of recent Orange/Green confrontation. But she was born and educated in Glasgow, where her father, a second son, went to work in the early 1900s. After he retired, the family moved back to Bangor, Co. Down, where she met and married my father. I was born in Belfast.


In our Church of Ireland family home, St Patrick’s Day was always more important than the 12th of July Boyne celebrations, probably because after the Second World War our father was rector of Saul parish outside Downpatrick, where St Patrick had his first church. We moved to Ballynahinch in mid County Down, the site of the Battle of Ballynahinch during the 1798 rebellion. Growing up, however, I knew nothing about the battle. I suspect that if I had lived in the neighbouring Presbyterian manse, rather than the rectory, I would have been aware of it.


My father then became rector of Knockbreda parish in south Belfast. His church, opened in 1737, was the work of the eminent German architect, Richard Castle, who was also responsible for the design of Leinster House, Dublin, home of the Irish parliament today. I attended Campbell College in east Belfast, which stands in the shadow of the Northern Ireland parliament buildings at Stormont. Little Irish history was available in northern state schools until the 1960s, when a course on Henry Grattan and his times, including the 1798 rebellion, was introduced. The subject was taught with great enthusiasm and knowledge by the Presbyterian chaplain Dr Liam Barbour, and this gave me a strong interest in Irish history.


In 1998 the bicentenary of the 1798 rebellion involved widespread efforts to deal with this historic episode in a new inclusive way. In September I was asked by Rev. Brian Kennaway of the education committee of the Orange Order to speak at an event in the Northern Ireland parliament buildings at Stormont, as part of an effort to ‘build bridges’. The occasion was to mark the 1798 bicentenary, on the eve of the anniversary of the Battle of Ballynahinch. Ending my speech with reference to this battle, I recalled the brave Catholic soldiers of the Monaghan Militia who fought and died to save Ireland for the Crown and the gallant Presbyterian United Irishmen who fought and died for a new Ireland. That same year I was invited by my former Queen’s University colleague, Mary McAleese, then President of Ireland, to speak at the first of her annual July Battle of the Boyne commemorative events at the Áras an Uachtaráin, the residence of the president, in Dublin. Aimed at offering commemoration of this ‘history-changing episode’ to ‘both Williamite and Jacobite traditions’, these receptions were part of her stated aim, also called ‘building bridges’.


In 2015 I attended another special commemorative occasion in Dublin, at Trinity College. This involved the unveiling of a memorial stone in honour of the 471 ‘forgotten’ students, staff and alumni of the college who died during the First World War. On Remembrance Sunday, 11 November 2018, I was present at ceremonies in Enniskillen to mark the hundredth anniversary of the Armistice. On the original Armistice Day in 1918 Enniskillen was the first town in either Ireland or Britain to celebrate the end of the war by the ringing of church bells (silent since 1914), thanks to a vigilant wireless operator in the army barracks who at 6.45 a.m. on 11 November 1918 picked up Marshal Foch’s Morse code signal to the Allied commanders announcing the armistice. On Remembrance Sunday 1987 Enniskillen was the scene of an IRA bomb that caused twelve deaths. In 2018 Arlene Foster, former first minister of Northern Ireland, and Heather Humphreys, Irish government minister, were among those who laid wreaths at the cenotaph. In the parade from the cenotaph to the service in the cathedral there were not only members of the Royal British Legion but also a large contingent of veterans of the Irish army, wearing their blue United Nations berets.


No doubt my background and experiences, academic and personal, have served to inform my approach to the historical subjects in this book.





PART 1


PAST AND PRESENT






1


THE PAST AND THE PRESENT: HISTORY, IDENTITY AND THE PEACE PROCESS


A sense of history is often important for the identity of individuals, communities and, particularly, national communities. Ideas of history are communicated in various ways such as commemorations, academic histories, popular accounts, myths and songs. These are learned in the home, in the school or in the public arena. They serve to provide a historical narrative at the core of the identity of both individuals and national groups. This historical story helps to provide people with an understanding not only of their past but of where they are today. It can give members of society a collective memory that serves to give unity and sense of purpose for the contemporary world. All this is true as regards the role of history throughout modern Europe. Ireland, north and south, is no exception. Nor is it unusual in a European context that in Ireland there are often strongly different and conflicting views of history, arising from important national and religious divisions. What is unusual, in the case of Ireland, is the widespread belief held strongly by many until recently that matters in Ireland are greatly influenced by history and that events of the past determine the present to an exceptional degree.


The importance of the past for the present in Ireland has often been noted by people from outside as well as inside the country. In October 1996 the South African church leader Michael Cassidy remarked about Ireland: ‘One notices how people are gripped by the past, remembering the past, feeding on the past; people are constantly remembering this betrayal or that battle; … this martyr or this murderer.’ He concluded that ‘these realities of the past feed into the present in Ireland more than anywhere I have been’.1 Indeed, in 1992, the novelist Dermot Bolger felt compelled to protest that in Ireland ‘we must go back three centuries to explain any fight outside a chip shop’.2 In speeches in the 1990s, the American President, Bill Clinton, made frequent mention of the role of ‘ancient enmities’ in Northern Ireland.3


In the comments of Ian Paisley we find many references to unionists’ ‘traditional enemies’.4 In 1971 he declared: ‘God has been our help in 1641, 1688, 1690, 1798, 1912, 1920, and He will not fail us in the future.’5 In 1996 Ruari Ó Brádaigh of Republican Sinn Féin was reported to have stated: ‘In Ireland we have no need of your Che Guevaras and your Ho Chi Minhs. We have Robert Emmet, O’Donovan Rossa, Cathal Brugha, Dan Breen.’6 Later commentators have often seen the success of the peace process as evidence of triumph over such historical forces. During a visit to Northern Ireland in 2009 the American Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, remarked on how ‘ancient hatreds have yielded to new hopes’.7


Can we say that the history of Ireland has special importance for the present and that Ireland has a unique past? The answer to this is that history is as significant for the contemporary world in Ireland as for anywhere else, but no more significant than in other countries. The shape of politics and society in Ireland is influenced by historical developments, but that history is neither unique nor responsible for predetermining political conflict among the inhabitants of Ireland. In seventeenth-century Germany and the Netherlands, as in Ireland, there was also bitter religious and political conflict, but such a history does not determine events today in these countries, even though it has had influence on the modern world. What is very important in all these countries is the more modern history of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which has affected the shape of their societies and influenced the present.


In the case of Ireland, it is not correct to say that historical events here were more dreadful or more deterministic for the future than elsewhere in Europe. In 1942 Nicholas Mansergh wrote that the history of Ireland ‘is no more unhappy than that of other small nations in Europe, the Belgians, the Serbs, the Poles, or the Greeks’.8 These comments by Mansergh are fair in relation to the early history of Ireland and these other countries. They are not fair, however, in relation to the more recent past, when these countries experienced dreadful events that Ireland avoided. The Greeks suffered very substantial population expulsions and deaths in the early 1920s, and all these countries were invaded by the German army, 1939–42, which led to heavy loss of life.


For Ireland, north and south, what has been critically important for the contemporary world has been matters relating to present-day problems, in particular over nationalism but also over religion. These problems have affected many other parts of Europe. Such challenges to both politicians and citizens do not relate to a special history that predetermines the present. At the same time, it is clear that many people have believed this to be the case. There has been a strong belief that these historical roots are especially important and lie at the heart of conflict in Ireland. Such a view is challenged here.


Nonetheless, it is clear that ‘views of the past’, ‘historical perceptions’ or ‘historical myths’ have been very important. Often, such ideas are part of a sense of history, which individuals or communities have created for themselves in response to contemporary challenges or needs. It is argued here that, even though the situation in Ireland is not influenced by special historical circumstances, such strongly and widely held perceptions are of considerable significance and must be taken seriously. These views have served to inform and shape the main political identities in Ireland and have helped in part to cause the conflict and violence that persisted for three decades from the late 1960s. Efforts to challenge these historical perceptions have played an important role in the emergence of reconfigured identities, which have allowed significant reconciliation.


Reasons for and Consequences of these Historical Perceptions


Anthony D. Smith has observed in his book, National Identity, that historical memories have been very important for the creation of national identity in our modern world.9 It is a common feature of nineteenthand twentieth-century nationalist movements in Europe that they developed or ‘constructed’ historical traditions as part of their ideology, and this has been true of both unionism and nationalism in Ireland.10 It has also been noted that history remains more significant in modern societies divided over national and religious matters than in those where these problems have been resolved or do not matter.11 This has certainly been the case in Ireland. History can provide the explanation and means of personal and public discourse by which people understand and articulate the debate over the main national/religious problems.


Often these accounts of the past are selective or based partly on myths, and are closer to what Walker Connor has called ‘sentient or felt history’ rather than ‘chronological or factual history’.12 Nonetheless, such views have remained important for many. This historical dimension has often seemed plausible, because in our dominant Anglo-American world people until recently have been unable to understand the importance of ethnic/national/religious conflict, so this historical explanation has appeared a sensible one.13 For many, both in Ireland and outside, to blame the situation on history has seemed reasonable. In the early twenty-first century, of course, there is a better understanding of such conflict.


Historical narratives, created from actual historical experiences and from myths and selective views that surround them, have served to give the past an important role in the identity of individuals and national communities in Ireland, north and south. A.T.Q. Stewart has remarked: ‘To the Irish all history is applied history and the past is simply a convenient quarry which provides ammunition to use against enemies in the present.’ He continued: ‘when we say that the Irish are too much influenced by the past, we really mean that they are too much influenced by Irish history, which is a different matter.’14


We often find references to historical events in speeches by politicians from Northern Ireland, as, for example, in the debate at Westminster in 1985 on the Anglo-Irish Agreement.15 John Hume talked of events of 1912, stating that the ‘divisions in Ireland go back well beyond partition’, and referred to the United Irishmen and C.S. Parnell. In the same debate, Ian Paisley declared: ‘Anyone who has read history should understand that this did not start in 1920, but goes far back to the days of the plantation settlement and back into the dim and distant past.’ In his presidential address to the Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, on 26 February 1983, Charles J. Haughey declared that ‘the right to territorial integrity is derived from history. From time immemorial the island of Ireland has belonged to the Irish people’.16


Members of paramilitaries have often been influenced by a strong historical sense. In his study of their many periodicals and journals over the period 1966–92, Richard Davis has described ‘the attitude of republicans and loyalists to a history which both acknowledge as fundamental to their respective positions’.17 A former IRA volunteer, Shane Paul O’Doherty, has described his reasons for joining the organisation: ‘My attraction to the IRA was not initially based on the sight or experience of any particular social injustice, though, when I did join the IRA, injustices were foremost in my motivation. It was the discovery of the tragedies of Irish history which first caused my desire to give myself to the IRA …’18 Others joined because of events after 1969, but then they would have become very aware of this historical dimension, with its emphasis on matters such as the 1916 Rising and the 1918 general election. A belief in the physical force of historical tradition was integral to the role of the IRA in the late twentieth century. When the first of the loyalist paramilitary groups was founded in 1965, it very consciously called itself the Ulster Volunteer Force, after the 1912 unionist organisation of that name. Loyalist paramilitaries, as psychologist Geoffrey Beatty has pointed out, have used the Battle of the Somme to ‘sanction their own actions in a very different sort of combat’.19


Such historical narratives, however, have been not only an important part of people’s identity in Ireland: they have also served to impede efforts to achieve political accommodation. They have helped to give selective, incomplete and often inaccurate pictures to communities of their own history, and little or no understanding of the experiences of other communities. In the past in Northern Ireland the formal school system had little direct part in the sense of history held by the public, because there was little Irish history on the curriculum. In a press interview in February 1998, the Northern Ireland Protestant playwright, 34-year-old Gary Mitchell, said: ‘We never learned Irish history at school, which was really strange. It was all English history geared towards the exams. We didn’t do 1798, even though, woops, Wolfe Tone and Henry McCracken were Protestants.’20 People picked up knowledge of their history from songs, popular historical accounts or annual commemorations of important events or individuals from the past.


For many in the Protestant and unionist community, their sense of history focused on events such as the Siege of Derry and the Battle of the Boyne in the seventeenth century and the Battle of the Somme in the twentieth century, which served to explain themselves as a people who have faced siege and sacrifice from these earlier times to the present. This historical narrative does relate to historical experiences of that community, but is selective and contains myths. It ignores periods when Protestants were not greatly concerned about such events, when they were divided, and when they co-operated with Catholics, as in the United Irishmen of the 1790s.


Among nationalists, there was a historical narrative of an heroic Irish people who had suffered invasion and conquest but who always survived. In 1994 Bernadette McAliskey recalled how she learned her history from her father, ‘everything from the tales of the Tuatha De Dannan, and Celtic mythology, to Larkin and Connolly’.21 In a newspaper article in 1994, John Hume wrote of the ‘traditional nationalist philosophy with which we all grew up – a philosophy that the essence of patriotism – à la 1916 – was the nobility of dying for Ireland and struggling against the British occupation of Ireland’. He referred not only to northern but also to southern ‘traditional nationalist thinking’. He stated: ‘All the major parties in the dáil were born out of that philosophy and their founders were the progenitors of it.’22


In the south, nationalist opinion retained a strong historical dimension, supported in this case by the education system and the state. In 1996 a Fianna Fáil deputy, Conor Lenihan, recalled his schooling in the 1960s: ‘History was a heady and potent thing then. In our school in Athlone there were posters of the seven signatories of the 1916 proclamation hung up all over the place.’23 This historical narrative of the nationalist and Catholic community does reflect its historical experiences, but is also selective and includes myths. This account leaves out periods when Irish Catholics did not pursue separatist goals, when they were divided among themselves and when they were aligned with Protestants, as in the British army in the First World War.


These historical views that inform and influence people’s identities have helped to cause distrust between individuals and communities. The Mitchell Commission of 1996, which looked into the decommissioning of paramilitary arms in Northern Ireland, emphasised the importance of trust between parties. It noted how, because of the historical arguments about why the other side cannot be trusted, ‘even well-intentioned acts are often viewed with suspicion and hostility’.24 Another major problem about these historical views linking the current situation to the remote past is that they help to create what Arthur Aughey has called a ‘historic culture of fatalism’, which makes it difficult to achieve compromise and peaceful co-existence, both for people and for parties.25 George Mitchell, formerly a member of the United States senate, who became the president’s special envoy to Northern Ireland in 1995, has recorded how, when he arrived in Northern Ireland in 1995 to take up a mediating role, people welcomed him, but then said: ‘You are wasting your time. This conflict cannot be ended. We have been killing each other for centuries and we are doomed to go on killing each other for ever.’26 Strongly felt ideas of historical struggle or siege can make acceptance of change difficult.


Fascination with a supposedly unique history has led to a failure to learn from elsewhere. Other European countries have faced these vexed matters over nationality and religion and have dealt with them better than has been the case in Ireland. In their modern nineteenthand twentieth-century histories, countries such as the Netherlands and Switzerland experienced serious religious divisions, while others including Norway and Italy had to deal with deep divisions over nationalism, but they have managed to cope successfully with these problems. Finally, these historical views have helped to legitimise the use of violence. In his 1993 study, The Irish Troubles: A Generation of Violence, 1967–92, J. Bowyer Bell observed that in other countries people were emboldened to act ‘by Lenin’s or Mao’s example, by Allah’s word or the people’s need’. In Ireland, however, the enemy was killed to ‘history’s tune and the blare of those unseen trumpets, audible always to the faithful’. Bell continued: ‘In Ireland legitimacy was won from history, a legacy and clearly defined responsibility.’27 This historical dimension to contemporary identities helps to account for the actions and atrocities of loyalist and republican paramilitaries that cannot be accounted for only by political and social factors.


Changes in Public Discourse on History, from the Early 1990s to the Agreement


The period of the 1990s witnessed important changes in the ways that many people viewed and expressed their history in Ireland. The Opsahl Commission, which in 1992 and 1993 considered the future of Northern Ireland, received submissions from hundreds of individuals and groups. It found evidence of a widespread desire to question many current assumptions about community identity, including the historical dimension, and urged greater emphasis on a common Irish history and culture in the schools.28 In schools in Northern Ireland, teaching of Irish history had increased since the 1960s. This was given impetus with the introduction in 1989 of a new common history curriculum, with textbooks looking at Irish history from a range of perspectives.29 Other educational initiatives included an annual series of Irish history lectures, known as the Rockwell lectures, organised for schoolchildren between 1990 and 2000 at Queen’s University Belfast, and a local history schools’ competition, run by an interdenominational church group. At the Ulster Museum, two major exhibitions, curated by W.A. Maguire, addressed two of the most contentious events in Irish history in a manner that gained cross-community as well as academic respect. The first was ‘Kings in conflict’, marking the tercentenary of the Battle of the Boyne (1990); the second was ‘Up in arms!’, which marked the bicentenary of the 1798 rebellion (1998).


Organisations such as Protestant and Catholic Encounter and church groups ran lectures and seminars to explore popular historical myths. Different historical traditions were explored through the programmes and projects of the Cultural Traditions Group, established in 1989 under the Community Relations Council. The 1990s witnessed the appearance of new popular histories, such as Jonathan Bardon’s A History of Ulster.30 In her study of identities in Northern Ireland, Máiread Nic Craith observed how historians ‘have heightened public consciousness regarding the collective history of the region [Northern Ireland] and contributed to a non-partisan awareness of this past’.31 During the period from the late 1980s until the early 2000s, more than 200 books on local history were produced by local publishers in Northern Ireland, such as Blackstaff Press, Friar’s Bush Press and the Institute of Irish Studies. The Federation for Ulster Local Studies witnessed a large growth in the number and activities of local community historical societies.


In the south, new Irish historical writing helped to undermine simplistic views of past heroes and events, which were widely held. Books and journal articles explored various historical myths and also sought to provide a scholarly and non-partisan treatment of Irish history. One such major project, which began in the late 1960s, was the multi-volumed, A New History of Ireland, published under the auspices of the Royal Irish Academy, containing material from leading scholars in Ireland and aimed at a wide public. In the 1970s, authors such as Ruth Dudley Edwards and Conor Cruise O’Brien sought to challenge influential historical myths.32 This revision of Irish history, however, had little immediate effect on public opinion.


It was not until the late 1980s and early 1990s that these new historical ideas started to percolate significantly from academic to both popular and government levels, perhaps because of the publicity caused by some opposition that emerged to revisionism in the late 1980s.33 At the same time, there was a growing awareness of the harm of some historical myths. A number of best-selling books, including Roy Foster’s Modern Ireland (1988), Marianne Elliott’s Wolfe Tone (1989), Tim Pat Coogan’s De Valera (1993) and Conor Cruise O’Brien’s Ancestral Voices (1994), challenged widely held historical views.34 Journalists such as Kevin Myers, Eoghan Harris and Ruth Dudley Edwards interrogated historical matters, as did broadcasters like John Bowman and Myles Dungan.


The change in attitudes to history was reflected in the way in which commemorations were now used by many to recall important events in their history. In her study of war commemorations, Jane Leonard remarked how ‘in Ireland politicians and local communities have endeavoured to replace the partisan character of existing war commemorations with more inclusive, generous forms of acknowledging the Irish past’.35 From the early 1990s, both unionist and nationalist politicians were involved together in Remembrance Day services in many places in Northern Ireland; previously this particular commemoration had largely been dominated by unionists and ignored by nationalists.


In the Irish Republic the 1990s saw a new effort to acknowledge the role of Irish servicemen in the two world wars. In 1995 a ceremony in Dublin, led by President Mary Robinson, to mark the end of the Second World War was attended by representatives of nearly all Irish parties, including Sinn Féin. In memory of the Irish who died in the First World War, a peace park was built by groups from the north and south of Ireland at Messines in Belgium and opened by Queen Elizabeth and President Mary McAleese in 1998. In her speech on this occasion, President McAleese declared: ‘Those whom we commemorate here were doubly tragic. They fell victim to a war against oppression in Europe. Their memory, too, fell victim to a war for independence at home in Ireland.’ She continued: ‘Respect for the memory of one set of heroes was often at the expense of respect for the memory of the other.’36


In the course of commemorations for the Great Irish Famine, the prime minister, Tony Blair, apologised on behalf of the British government for not having done more to help during this catastrophe. The bicentenary of the 1798 rebellion in Ireland was commemorated widely, north and south, as a shared historical event. George Boyce has written how in the bicentenary celebrations of the event in 1998 ‘memory was directed towards the significance of pluralist thinking in the Irish past, and academics mediated between the state and the citizen, playing a public role’.37 In the second half of the 1990s the Irish government actively supported a number of these commemorations, whereas in previous decades it had shown considerable reserve about historical matters.38 The education committee of the Orange Order held a 1798 commemorative dinner on the eve of the bicentenary of the Battle of Ballynahinch, Co. Down, at the parliament buildings at Stormont, attended not only by members of the order, but also by the lord mayors of Belfast and Dublin, the heads of most of the universities of Ireland and leading journalists. The speaker on this occasion recalled all those who died at Ballynahinch in 1798, including ‘the brave Catholic soldiers of the Monaghan Militia who fought and died to save Ireland for the crown and those gallant Presbyterian United Irishmen who fought and died for a new Ireland’.39


From the early 1990s we can see evidence of the beginning of a different attitude to the importance of the past in political speech and approach. These changes can be seen at popular, party and government level. They are apparent not only in the north and the south but also in Britain. Sometimes this new attitude has meant an outright rejection of any role for history or an effort to draw a line under the past. After a particularly gruesome murder by the IRA in South Armagh in 1992, Dundalk priest Father John Duffy declared: ‘if that is how you write Irish history then it is not worth giving to anyone’.40 In 1995 the author Eugene McCabe warned about the impact of myths in Ireland: ‘Throughout the country, family mythology, local mythology, historical mythology, should all be tagged with a health warning: myth can induce a form of madness and zealotry that leads to death.’41 More commonly, it has involved an effort to deal with the past or to draw either a different or more inclusive lesson from history. At the same time, however, it must be stressed that many people, including some who have at times taken this new approach, have continued to see events within the customary, historical framework discussed earlier.


Changes in Political Speech Regarding History, from the Early 1990s to the Agreement


This new approach was reflected among politicians and others in the development of the peace process from the early 1990s. In an important speech on government policy in Coleraine on 16 December 1992, the Northern Ireland Secretary of State, Sir Patrick Mayhew, declared that there was much ‘in the long and often tragic history of Ireland for deep regret’ and the British government ‘for its part shares in that regret to the full’.42 After a meeting of a unionist delegation and members of the Irish government in November 1992, unionist MP Ken Maginnis remarked that ‘the real disappointment was that the Fianna Fáil party was caught up by a large 1922 warp’.43 In mid-April 1993, however, in response to questions about changes to articles two and three of the Irish constitution, Albert Reynolds, the Fianna Fáil Taoiseach, declared: ‘We are not tied up in our past. We want to move forward, to look at the changes required to ensure that both communities can live together.’44 In an address to the annual conference of his Fianna Fáil party in November 1993, Reynolds acknowledged that there was ‘a more complex situation than existed during the war of independence struggle from 1916 to 1921’. He stated that ‘We must not be prisoners of history’ and that ‘new patterns must transcend the antagonisms of a century between the two political cultures’.45


On a number of occasions in 1993, Dr John Dunlop, then moderator of the Presbyterian Church, pointed to the danger of a historically based siege mentality for the unionist community.46 On 7 March 1993 he wrote:




Protestants talk of siege and survival. For most unionists, the siege of Derry and the Battle of the Boyne only continue as powerful symbols from the past because they speak of the periodic and constantly renewed threats of being overwhelmed by the Irish majority, whether in 1641, 1690, 1798, the home rule crisis of the early 1920s or in the violence of the present.





Dunlop warned that: ‘The trouble with the siege mentality is that it leads to defensive thinking, which often does not have the flexibility or generosity of spirit to discern where its own self-interest lies, never mind the legitimate interests of other people.’ In late 1993, nonetheless, Ian Paisley attacked talks between John Hume and Gerry Adams, accusing Hume of trying to sell the people of the province ‘like cattle on the hoof to their traditional enemies’.47


In March 1993, Seamus Mallon, the SDLP MP, criticised the republican movement for being ‘weighed down by history’, while, the following month, a South African journalist, Rian Malan, described republicans being ‘so steeped in ancestral memories of martyrdom that they can’t see straight any more’.48 In April 1993 an IRA statement declared that ‘the root cause of this conflict is the historic and ongoing violent denial of Irish national rights’.49 On the BBC programme Spotlight on 21 October 1993, John Hume, the SDLP leader, spoke of the ‘distrust of others based on the past’, and argued that this was the time to leave the past behind. In an article in the Irish Times in April 1994, Hume acknowledged the importance in the recent past of the ‘traditional nationalist philosophy’ with its strong historical dimension, emphasised the importance of agreement and diversity in modern Ireland and urged the IRA to renounce its campaign of violence, which had been based on ‘traditional Irish Republican reasons’.50


A number of key governmental papers now carried significant references to dealing with the past, in contrast to earlier documents, such as the Anglo-Irish Agreement and the Sunningdale Agreement, which contained no mention of history. The Downing Street Joint Declaration of 15 December 1993, signed by Prime Minister John Major and Taoiseach Albert Reynolds, stated that the most important issue facing the people of Ireland, north and south, and the British and Irish governments together, was to ‘remove the causes of conflict, to overcome the legacy of history and to heal the divisions which have resulted’. In paragraph 5, Reynolds, on behalf of the Irish government, stated that ‘the lessons of Irish history, and especially of Northern Ireland,’ show that ‘stability and well-being’ will not be achieved by a political system which ‘is refused allegiance or rejected on grounds of identity’ by a significant minority. The statement advocated the principles of consent and self-determination.51


The Frameworks for the Future document of 22 February 1995, between the British and Irish governments, contained a foreword by John Major that declared that ‘age-old mistrusts need to be consigned to history’. The paper stated that both governments recognised that there was ‘deep regret on all sides in the long and often tragic history of Anglo-Irish relations, and of all relations in Ireland. They believe it is now time to lay aside, with dignity and forbearance, the mistakes of the past.’52


In October 1993, Gerry Adams, leader of Sinn Féin, declared that his party had now adopted ‘a different approach which is more in keeping with the reality of Ireland in 1993 than perhaps harking back to Ireland in 1918’.53 Again reflecting a change in attitude to the significance of history, Sinn Féin National Chairman and councillor Tom Hartley in January 1994 wrote of how ‘modern republican ideology, while rooted in the past, is above all the result of a 25 year learning process …’54 For a time, however, republicans expressed reservations about the Downing Street Declaration, one reason being, in Adams’ words, that ‘we are dealing with centuries of history’.55 Eventually, at the end of August 1994, the IRA declared a ceasefire in a statement that did not dwell on the past, but referred briefly to all those who had died ‘for Irish freedom’. The Irish News editorial, 1 September 1994, appearing the day after the ceasefire, saw this announcement in the ‘tradition of Patrick Pearse’s noble decision to lay down arms after the Easter Rising of 1916’. The ceasefire declaration of October 1994 from the loyalist groups carried no reference to the past beyond the recent ‘Troubles’. Nonetheless, we may note that their statement was read out in North Belfast at Fernhill House – a building with historic links to the original UVF of 1912. The IRA ceasefire collapsed in early 1996 but was renewed in July 1997.


Over the next four years from 1994 we see continued reference to history in various ways. At government level there was often mention of the past and of the need to deal with or leave it behind. On St Patrick’s Day 1996, in reference to his recent visit to Northern Ireland, President Bill Clinton spoke of how he had seen optimism ‘in the faces of the two communities, divided by history’ and how ‘we must not permit the process of reconciliation in Northern Ireland to be destroyed by those who are blinded by the hatreds of the past’.56 The Northern Ireland Secretary of State, Sir Patrick Mayhew, spoke in September 1995 of the government’s desire for a ‘political settlement to the ancient difficulties of Ireland’ and in July 1996 of the difficulties of a process which is intended ‘to overcome divisions which go back centuries’.57


At the opening of substantive all-party negotiations at Castle Buildings, Belfast, on 12 June 1996, Prime Minister John Major declared: ‘For too long the history of Northern Ireland has poisoned the present and threatened the future. It is time to end all that, however difficult it may be. History has involved too many victims.’58 In September 1996, Taoiseach John Bruton attacked the use of history to justify the renewal of IRA violence and went on to say: ‘We cannot relive our great grandparents’ lives … we are not obliged to take offence on their behalf, any more than we are obliged to atone for their sins.’59 In June 1996 at Queen’s University Belfast, George Mitchell remarked: ‘You can’t disregard history – that would be a fatal error – but try to break out of the bonds which history sometimes creates and imposes on a society.’60 When Tony Blair first met Bertie Ahern officially in 1997, he told him that he ‘came to the issues with no ideological or historical baggage’ while Ahern then said that he ‘too came to Northern Ireland with no historical baggage’.61


Attitudes among the parties in Northern Ireland over this period to the question of the past have reflected some of these changes. David Ervine, leader of the Progressive Unionist Party, in March 1995 urged unionists to ‘break the myths and lay the ghosts’, while in June 1995 Gary McMichael of the Ulster Democratic Party warned: ‘I think in this society we have developed a very dangerous fashion of looking into history and using history as a weapon and a means of justifying actions that were taken.’62 In August 1996 Cecil Walker, UUP MP, exhorted his political colleagues to ‘scatter the historical cobwebs’.63 Among members of the SDLP, in particular John Hume, there were various references to leaving the past behind. In December 1995, at the launch of a book on Daniel O’Connell, he stated that: ‘If there is a lesson from Daniel O’Connell it is – the aislings [vision poetry] of our ancestors should inspire us, not control us.’64 On 4 February 1998 he urged: ‘In learning the lessons of the past we must not become prisoners of the past – the major obstacle to success is the unwillingness of certain parties to leave the past behind them and their continued use of the language of the past.’65


Surviving Difficulties over Historical Views


At the same time, ideas of the importance of the past continued to influence people and to hamper efforts to ameliorate the conflict. George Mitchell accompanied President Clinton during his stay in Ireland in 1995, and he later recalled separate meetings the president had with Ian Paisley and Gerry Adams. He described how Paisley launched into a thirty-minute account of the history of Northern Ireland from a unionist point of view, while later Adams gave a similar story, but from a nationalist point of view.66 The report (published in 1996) of the international body on arms decommissioning, chaired by Mitchell, highlighted the problem of the ‘absence of trust’ between the various parties. It noted how ‘common to many of our meetings were arguments, steeped in history, as to why the other side cannot be trusted’, as a consequence of which ‘even well-intentioned acts are often viewed with suspicion and hostility’. The report declared that: ‘a resolution of the decommissioning issue – or any other issue – will not be found if the parties resort to their vast inventories of historical recrimination. Or, as was put to us several times, what is really needed is the decommissioning of mindsets in Northern Ireland.’67


The 1997 report of the independent review of parades and marches, chaired by Peter North, observed that ‘remembering in Northern Ireland is complicated by opposing perspectives, by the long, lingering pain of remembered past suffering and conflict’. The report described how ‘We met representatives of the Loyal Orders who have recently suffered at the hands of the Provisional IRA and who recall the deliverance of the Protestant people in a battle which took place more than 300 years ago’. It continued: ‘Their Catholic neighbours meantime remember the same battle as a defeat, along with their more recent experience of discrimination at the hands of the unionist administration.’68


Of great concern to many unionists in these years was the banning of an annual Orange parade at Drumcree, Portadown, which they believed had been held every year since 1807. In fact, this parade had been cancelled on a number of occasions over the years (such as during the Second World War), but historical myths about uninterrupted traditions were allowed to colour contemporary concerns about parading.69 Eventually, a South African lawyer, Brian Currin, was brought in to mediate in the conflict over the Drumcree Orange parade. After initial discussions, he spoke in July 2000 of the problems involved and of the need to unpack ‘hundreds of years of historical baggage’ to come to a better understanding of each other’s position.70
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