

[image: ]








[image: alt]
















Herod


Reflections on Political Violence


CONOR CRUISE O’BRIEN









[image: ]






















Conor Cruise O’Brien: An Appreciation


by Oliver Kamm





The last time – literally the last time, when he had an advanced stage of cancer – I visited Christopher Hitchens, we talked about the books and writers that had influenced him. He told how, in 1967, he picked up a volume of essays called Writers and Politics by Conor Cruise O’Brien in a public library in Tavistock, Devon. Reading it, he formed the ambition to be able to write like that.


I had a similar experience. I never met O’Brien but he was one of the earliest and most important influences on my political thinking and my wish to be a writer. As an undergraduate at Oxford, I picked up one of his books in the Bodleian Social Science Library. It was a collection of essays and reviews called Herod: Reflections on Political Violence (1978). His arguments throughout the book were a different face of O’Brien’s politics (though he would certainly have claimed they were the same politics in essence) from his volume of the 1960s. In condemning America’s war in Vietnam, he was recognisably a writer of the anti-imperialist Left. In his later volume, encapsulating his experience as a cabinet minister in Ireland’s coalition government in the mid-1970s, he wrote of the destructiveness of absolutism.


It’s a great book. In it, O’Brien not only denounces IRA terrorism, as you would expect from a mainstream politician, but – in a sense quite different from the rationalisations offered by ideological apologists for political violence – seeks to understand it. I mean, really understand it – not extenuate it by equivocation and non sequitur. And his thinking leads him to attack the republican mythology at the heart of the Irish state. Few writers have analysed terrorism so acutely or been as effective in undermining its ideological justifications. Here is how O’Brien recounts his thinking:




In the politics of the Republic, I was not quite where I was expected to be. In the Congo time, sections of the British press had assured their readers (quite wrongly) that I was motivated by anti-British fanaticism. My career in America had shown me as opposed to imperialism. So I was expected at least to fall into line with the view that the troubles in Northern Ireland were caused by British imperialism. When instead I said that, in relation to Northern Ireland, it was the IRA who were the imperialists, since they were trying to annex by force a territory a large majority of whose inhabitants were opposed to them, my remarks appeared either incomprehensible or outrageous to a number of people who had liked what they heard about me much more than they like what they were hearing from me.





As a prophet, O’Brien was fallible. He doubted that the Irish constitution, with its irredentist claims to the whole island of Ireland, could be reformed in order to excise those articles. Yet eventually it was, and politics in Northern Ireland became marginally more normal (or at least less sectarian and violent). What was significant, even brilliant, about O’Brien’s analysis was its lucidity in exposing cant. He realised that it was an untenable position for democratic politics both to condemn terrorism and to rely on a romanticised view of how the state had come into being and won its independence. O’Brien was repelled by the ‘cult of the blood sacrifice’ (expressed most eloquently but chillingly by Yeats in his one-act play Cathleen ni Houlihan) which underlay republican thinking. Being O’Brien, he didn’t hold back in saying so. It took courage – raw physical courage, and not only political heterodoxy – to say such things in Ireland in the 1970s.


O’Brien had many roles in his long and eminent life. He was diplomat, statesman, politician, historian, literary critic, journalist and polymath. But most of all, he was a public intellectual in the best sense of the term. He applied his knowledge and critical intelligence to matters of great public interest, and he expressed his thinking in elegant, spare prose that argued a case with remorseless logic. He was a great man and a great Irishman, and Faber are to be congratulated in reissuing his work.


O’Brien’s written output is best represented by his historical studies. Three of those volumes stand out in my estimation. First, States of Ireland (1972) remains the finest historical account of how the Troubles in Ireland erupted. It was a seminal revisionist treatment of the myths of Irish republicanism. If, as many of his admirers (including me) thought, O’Brien eventually went too far in embracing the cause of unionism and underestimated the capacity of a constitutional nationalism to reform itself, he did so with an unflinching humane intelligence.


O’Brien’s history of the Zionist movement and Israel, The Siege (1986), is also a fine work of scholarship whose analysis stands up well in the light of later events. O’Brien was a friend to and admirer of Israel and often a lonely voice in media circles in explaining the Jewish state’s security dilemmas. His downbeat but realistic conclusion was that Israel could not be other than it is, a Jewish state, which merited the sympathy of liberals in maintaining its democratic and secular character in spite of being in a state of permanent siege. Devoutly as he wished for a peaceful solution to the conflict in Palestine, O’Brien believed that a solution was not available. On his analysis, conflicts don’t have solutions: they have outcomes. I hope he is eventually proved wrong, and that a two-state solution between a sovereign Palestine and a safe Israel comes into being. But O’Brien’s pessimism seems historically well-grounded.


Probably O’Brien’s greatest achievement of historical scholarship is his biography of Edmund Burke, The Great Melody (1992). Burke is much cited by modern conservatives, and not necessarily accurately. The ‘little platoons’ that they celebrate aren’t what Burke meant by the phrase; he was instead appealing to a notion of a fixed social order, in which each man knew his place. It is far removed from the modern ideals of social (and sexual) equality. Yet O’Brien retrieved the idea of Burke as a Whig of unrivalled historical farsightedness. On O’Brien’s telling, Burke foresaw the bloody degeneration of the French Revolution even while celebrating the potential of the American Revolution. Among the gems in the paperback edition of the book is his respectful and affectionate exchange with Isaiah Berlin. O’Brien, as a confirmed Rousseau-basher, will have no quarter with any romantic idealisation of ‘the general will.’


O’Brien’s was a tough-minded version of liberalism, which stressed the dangers of untrammelled reason. In that respect, he was a worthy inheritor of the tradition of Burke. In his late collection On the Eve of the Millennium (1995), he noted that the worst crimes of the twentieth century had been committed by forces that considered themselves thoroughly emancipated from superstition – Nazism and Communism. O’Brien was a man of the Enlightenment, who believed its greatest enemy was absolutism.


His contrarian streak sometimes led him to mistaken and even perverse positions: against European integration; against intervention to stop the aggressive designs of Slobodan Milosevic; opposition in principle, and not merely pragmatic objections, to the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland; and most notably a deep hostility to the American ‘civic religion’ that celebrates Thomas Jefferson. His book The Long Affair: Thomas Jefferson and the French Revolution (1996) depicts America’s third president as (and I don’t exaggerate) an ideological precursor of Pol Pot.


It’s an extraordinary argument and not, I think, O’Brien’s finest. His historical revisionism, so valuable a tool, tended to overreach itself. The strict taxonomy that O’Brien set out – the American Revolution extended liberty, the French and Russian revolutions negated it – was, in reality, fuzzier than he allowed. But, again, O’Brien arrived at his conclusions with an intellectual honesty that caused him not to shirk unfashionable sentiments. The reforms enacted by the Constituent Assembly in France from 1789 to 1791 were quite limited, but went in the direction of secularism and the removal of the hereditary principle. Those who believe, crudely, that the American Revolution was good and the French Revolution bad do have the problem of explaining why Jefferson, as ambassador to Paris, saw these causes as consistent. O’Brien provides his own answer, which may be mistaken (I think it is), but it is an answer: Jefferson’s politics were more French than American.


The French revolution of 1789 was admired throughout Europe, including Britain and particularly in Germany, for good reason. It was, like the American Revolution, a historic moment for the cause of reform, secularism and (I use the term without irony) progress. The turning point was war with Austria and Prussia in 1792. This precipitated a second revolution and all that followed: regicide, terror, and the reassertion of autocracy and nationalism. There was no reason that European governments should have sought to undermine the movement of 1789, and in doing so they became steadily more authoritarian at home. The Enlightenment tradition is perhaps more consistent than O’Brien allowed for. But he was brilliant at seeing its darker side. There were idiosyncrasies in his outlook but his was fundamentally an advocacy of a humane and liberal politics. He richly deserves a new generation of readers.
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Introduction


The Legitimation of Violence





All the essays and lectures in this collection, with one exception, were written during the present decade, as was the last of the three plays, King Herod Advises. One essay, ‘State Terrorism: The Calculus of Pain, of Peace and of Prestige’, and the two other plays, King Herod Explains and Salome and the Wild Man are late products of the 1960s. They are also partly products of New York City, and of the protest movement in the American universities against the war in Vietnam.


I lived in New York from 1965 to 1969, having come there from Africa, where I spent most of the first half of that decade. Early in the decade – in 1961 – I had been responsible for the implementation, in Katanga – now the Shaba province of what is now Zaire and was then the Congo – of a United Nations Security Council Resolution which authorized ‘the use of force if necessary in the last resort’. Force was used. Had it been necessary? Had the last resort been reached? In a book written immediately after these events – To Katanga and Back (1962) – I answered these questions confidently, politically, positively. In New York, six years later, I found myself answering them all over again, at a different level, in a play, Murderous Angels. The argument of that play concerned the legitimation of violence. That is also the theme of the three Herod plays in the second part of this collection and of the essays and lectures in the first part.


In New York, in the late 1960s, the debate about the legitimation of violence filled the air. The administration, and its supporters in the academies and in the media, sought to present their war in Vietnam as a justifiable response to Communist aggression and terrorism. This campaign of legitimation was backed by great resources, both financial and intellectual. But it had to be a campaign. Those who opposed the war – as I did – were free to speak. In the universities we used our freedom to expose what we saw as the sophistry of the arguments used in support of the war.* We sought, in fact, to de-legitimize the war, and our efforts met with some success.


At the same time, some of those who opposed America’s war sought to use that opposition to legitimize other forms of violence. There was the waving of the Viet Cong flag and the burning of the American one. There were the slogans ‘Burn, baby, burn’ and ‘Bring the war home’. In fact, these truculent manifestations were not accompanied by actual violence on a scale at all comparable to ordinary ‘non-political’ urban violence, or to guerrilla activity elsewhere, let alone to the actual war in Vietnam. But there were left-wing paramilitary and/or terrorist groups – the Black Panthers, the Weathermen–and both real and ostensible supporters of these groups did participate, with appropriate paraphernalia, in the great ‘anti-war’ rallies of the period. Their presence was, very naturally, used to discredit the anti-war movement generally – to de-legitimize the de-legitimizers. To those who wished to sit on the fence – perhaps a majority on the average university campus – these phenomena legitimized that particular posture: ‘A plague on both your houses’. A student waving a Viet Cong flag in Washington Square became somehow equated with the napalming of Vietnam villages, and cancelled out that vision.


Like many another ‘anti-war’ university teacher at this time, I found myself conducting two different and somewhat contradictory sets of arguments, with two different sets of people. To the student left I was a ‘right-winger’, challenging their tendency to romanticize revolution and to idealize America’s enemies – and especially their tendency to romanticize and idealize themselves. This side of the debate is reflected in some lines put into the mouth of Herod in King Herod Explains:















	
VOICES:

	 

	Down with Herod the tyrant!


Down with Herod the tyrant!






	 

	 

	 






	
HEROD [grimly]:

	 

	The students are demonstrating –


Demonstrating their righteousness,


But they really like me


Provided I use the appropriate Shibboleth –


Which of course I can do


As to the manner born.















At the same time, in public arguments with the ‘fence-sitters’ or ‘plague on both your houses’ school,† I found myself defending the position of the left-wing students, even to the point of idealizing and romanticizing that position. Hannah Ahrendt, with whom I debated at this time, has cited me as the author of the statement ‘Violence is the only way of ensuring a hearing for moderation’. Strictly speaking, she had got the wrong O’Brien: that aphorism was coined by the nineteenth-century agrarian agitator William O’Brien. Yet I had quoted that statement, against the ‘fence-sitters’, with a degree of approbation which I find unjustifiable and repugnant in retrospect.


In this collection, Salome and the Wild Man represents the high water mark of the tendency to idealize the student revolution: and the moral purity – if not the intelligence – of the revolutionary.


In 1969 I returned to Ireland, as a Labour Member of the Irish Parliament. In Ireland the question of the legitimation of violence soon presented itself again, in a demanding and menacing fashion. The forms that that question has taken are reflected in most of the essays in this book, and in the final play, King Herod Advises. I do not want here to go over ground covered by the essays, the play or by my book States of Ireland (1972). It is, however, necessary to say something about the evolution of the writer’s attitude towards the legitimation of violence, following his return to his own country.


Just as I brought to America the partly unresolved questions about the legitimation of violence, which had begun in United Nations service and in the Congo, so I brought back to Ireland the accumulation of questions on the same subject suggested by American as well as African experience; the African experience also now disturbingly increased by two visits to what was then ‘Biafra’ – the country of the Ibos – near the beginning and near the end of the Nigerian civil war.


The Ireland I came back to was mostly peaceful enough, as most of it still is. But the Civil Rights movement among the Catholics of Northern Ireland, and the attempts by Protestant vigilantes (including police vigilantes) to repress that movement had already shaken the foundations of Northern Ireland – a province in which a Protestant majority, cherishing the Union with Britain, had been in a position of dominance over a Catholic minority many, though not all, of whom aspired to be part of a united Ireland, separate from Britain.‡ In August 1969 the British Labour Government ordered the deployment of British troops to protect the Catholic population from Protestant repressive violence, which had taken a lethal form in Belfast. The Catholic population at that time welcomed the British troops and fraternized with them. But the IRA, and especially the Provisional IRA,§ set themselves to break that fraternization, to promote hostility between the Catholics and the British, and to present themselves as liberators of the Catholics from those who had in fact intervened to protect them. And this in a province in which the Catholic minority, together with the gunmen who claimed to be liberating them, would be crushed by the armed forces of the Protestant majority, if the ‘liberation’ – involving the departure of the real protectors of the Catholic minority – ever took place.


I had sympathized with and given some small support to the Civil Rights movement in the days before the deployment of the British troops in August 1969. I was aware that while that movement was in itself non-violent it was likely to provoke violence. I wrote about the situation in Derry in 1968 as ‘frozen violence’. In itself this was accurate enough. The situation in Derry City was then an undemocratic one, in which a Protestant minority (in the city) ruled over a local Catholic majority with the aid of a Protestant police force. But I did not give adequate attention to what would be likely to happen when all that violence unfroze. How many children is it worthwhile to kill to get rid of Derry Corporation?


What happened was that Derry Corporation, the old Stormont itself, and the institutions of caste supremacy generally, all disappeared, and people went on killing children and others, and legitimizing the killing of children and others. In the Republic of Ireland, where I lived, people sincerely deplored the violence in the North, and also persisted in using language that legitimized that violence.¶ Two of the three Dublin morning papers, one Sunday newspaper, and the solitary Dublin ‘intellectual’ periodical regularly published material tending to legitimize the existence and objective of the Provisionals – never of course any specific tactic of theirs. Ireland’s right to unity; the corresponding non-right of the Northern Ireland majority to have a state of their own; the deluded and ridiculous nature of that majority; the baseness of the British, the absurdity of their institutions and the brutality of their forces; the identification of Irish patriotism with anti-British feeling – these were the dominant assumptions of this press and of the vein of tribal self-righteousness which it fed, and on which it fed. Reading this stuff anyone who had lived among other tribes for any length of time had to feel choked with the sense of déjà vu and déjà entendu and with the sheer implacable, impenetrable cosiness of it all. ‘Of course we are right; are we not always telling ourselves so?’ What was most oppressive was not the legitimation of violence in itself, but the frivolity of this legitimation, the refusal to see that it was legitimation, or that legitimation was important. ‘Violence is a by-product of the partition of our country’ is a statement by a political leader – Mr Jack Lynch, now Taoiseach – who has often and sincerely condemned the IRA. But if you tell him that in that and similar statements he and his friends have provided the IRA with its charter of legitimacy, and that it is a sense of legitimacy which sustains a fighting force and keeps up the killing, then he will look at you with those hurt eyes: ‘How can you say that of me?’


It is not contended in these essays that the legitimation of violence (force) is always wrong. It is contended that the legitimation of violence (force) as a lesser evil in any particular circumstances is a profoundly serious matter which has to be capable of being established and defended on rational grounds, in relation to those circumstances, if it is to have any moral force. Legitimation by play on the emotions, by obliquity, by scientism, by appeal to tribal self-applause and atavistic resentments, has no moral force, but it can have considerable political force.


I have spent, as this collection partly testifies, some time in attempting to dismantle legitimation-structures of that kind. Some of them were legitimation-structures of a kind which had once impressed me. The confrontation-seeking ‘left wing’ of the Civil Rights movement|| modelled itself on the left wing of the anti-Vietnam-war student movement in America and later on the French student revolution (just as the Northern Irish civil rights movement generally had modelled itself earlier on the civil rights movement in Dixie). This was impressive to the author of Salome although the author of King Herod Explains had to have his doubts. These doubts crystallized into certainties after returning to Ireland, and especially on contemplating the behaviour of these left-wingers after the deployment of British troops in August 1969 – an event which inevitably signalled the end of the old institutionalized caste system in Northern Ireland (Derry Corporation and the rest.) But the ‘left-wingers’ now emerged as the agitational arm of the IRA in converting what had been ostensibly a civil rights campaign (whose essential objectives had been achieved) into an overtly nationalist campaign directed both against the British and against all who favoured the British connection – virtually all Protestants in Northern Ireland. The ginger group called ‘People’s Democracy’, which had been at the core of the ‘civil rights left wing’, now provided the Provisional IRA with propaganda designed to make those Catholic soldiers look presentable to left-wing extremists in other countries; the Provos themselves could look after the business of collecting the money from right-wing Catholic Irish-Americans.


This movement had in fact turned its ‘non-sectarian’, ‘international’, ‘class-centred’ rhetoric into material for the legitimation of tribal civil war in Northern Ireland.**


As for me, that was precisely what I wanted to de-legitimize, shedding some friends and some illusions in the process. In the politics of the Republic I was not quite where I was expected to be. In the Congo time, sections of the British press had assured their readers (quite wrongly) that I was motivated by anti-British fanaticism. My career in America had shown me as opposed to imperialism. So I was expected at least to fall into line with the view that the troubles of Northern Ireland were caused by British imperialism. When instead I said that, in relation to Northern Ireland, it was the IRA who were the imperialists, since they were trying to annex by force a territory a large majority of whose inhabitants were opposed to them, my remarks appeared either incomprehensible or outrageous to a number of people who had liked what they heard about me much more than they like what they were hearing from me.


My statements incurred for me intense unpopularity in certain limited circles, and a milder degree of unpopularity in wider circles. Politically speaking, it was the milder degree which was the more dangerous. People who dislike anything to do with violence do not like to be reminded that their own habitual assumptions may be feeding the violence. Politicians are unwise to remind people who have votes of things they do not wish to be reminded of. This consideration may or may not have had something to do with the loss of my Dail seat in the summer of 1977. Those who ‘condemned, but legitimized’ on the other hand won. Yet in doing so they laid no stress on their legitimations. They said Northern Ireland was not an issue in the elections. Of course it had to be an issue if they had meant what they had said about it – they had called for a British commitment to withdraw, which the then Government of the Republic had refused to call for. But it was not an issue: the drums were muffled; the legitimations kept in the shadows. It may be, and I think it is, the case that people are both increasingly uncomfortable about the legitimations, and impatient with those who have helped to make them uncomfortable. If so, the discomfort at least represents a measure of progress.







* In the present collection I have preserved only one out of many essays and lectures in this sense written at this time – ‘State Terrorism: The Calculus of Pain, of Peace and of Prestige’.


† With the exception of a televised debate with William Buckley Jr I can recall no public discussions with unequivocally pro-Vietnam-war personalities. To do these latter justice, they would probably not have got a hearing on a big city campus, at this time. In the circumstances the ‘fence-sitters’ tended to carry the burden of the Establishment case.


‡ For Catholic attitudes see below, ‘Northern Ireland Observed’.


§ For the IRA see below, ‘American Aid to Freedom-Fighters?’ and passim.


¶ See below, ‘King Herod Explains’, ‘Shades of Republicans’, etc.


|| See ‘A Yankee at the Court of Queen Bernadette’.


** See ‘A Global Letter’.






















PART ONE


Reflections on Political Violence

























A Global Letter





Howth            


Dublin            


Ireland            


February 1972


Dear …


No doubt we do live, as McLuhan says, all in the one ‘electronic village’. But we continue at the same time, much more than men like McLuhan and Koestler have supposed, to inhabit our pre-electronic villages: national, local, tribal.


I am writing to you from one such village, at a time when that village has particular reason to question its relations with the rest of the world. I am myself a man who has lived much outside my village – in America and in Africa – and has had reason to question my relation to my village, and to the world outside.


I want to tell you about some of these questions, asking you to bear with their particularity – even a parochial particularity – in the hope that at some point the questions, and such beginnings of answers as I think I find, may link with questions and answers of your very different ‘villages’, and that we may begin to help one another through this correspondence.


What exactly is my village?


Dublin is the capital of the Republic of Ireland. With that simple statement, for us, the questions begin. The Republic of Ireland, as far as the outside world is concerned, is a state, 95 per cent of whose inhabitants are Roman Catholic, whose territory covers five-sixths of the island of Ireland – the remaining sixth being Northern Ireland, a part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.


For most of us citizens of the Republic in our daily lives and more prosaic frames of mind, that is also pretty well how it is. Yet the Republic, proclaimed in Easter Week 1916, claimed to be the whole island of Ireland, with all its inhabitants. The Constitution of our existing Republic also claims right of jurisdiction over the entire island. Furthermore, this claim is generally felt to be valid among the Catholics who make up rather more than one-third of Northern Ireland’s population. And a number of young men, brought up on this claim – which denies all legitimacy to the entity known as Northern Ireland – are using arms to make the claim good. If these young men are told that they have no mandate from the people for this recourse to violence – and they have no such mandate – they ask what mandate had the tiny minority of men who rose in arms in Easter Week 1916, in defiance not only of England, but of all the elected representatives of the Irish people, North and South? It is extremely hard to find an effective answer to this point within the framework of the ‘official’ culture of the Republic, for which the Easter Rising belongs virtually to the sphere of the sacred, its wisdom hardly more open to question than the dogmas of the Church. But the young men have other points to make. It was the threat of force – Protestant force – by the Ulster Volunteer movement of 1912–14 which created Northern Ireland as a separate entity. Why may not that which was created by force be challenged by force? Again, the more sophisticated spokesmen of physical force present the argument of ‘institutionalized violence’. Where there is social injustice, enforced by law, then violence is diffused throughout the institutions of the state, and it is hypocritical to object (or to object only) to illegal acts of violence, which are no more immoral than the legal ones at which we daily connive. (The trouble with this argument, theoretically the most formidable of the three, is that it serves to justify violence which is not happening more than violence that is happening: the unemployed man in the Republic, who receives far lower unemployment benefit and family allowances than the unemployed man in Northern Ireland (which shares in the British welfare state), is thus a greater victim of institutionalized violence, yet has not in fact resorted to overt violence in return.)


We are thus forced to think, in our village – whatever its exact boundaries – about the relation of violence to our prevailing myths, to our past history, and to the condition of our society.


We are being forced to think about these things not primarily by arguments but by the fact of violence itself, by the impact of the reports and the images of violence: the face of a typist disfigured by flying glass; a child’s head blown off while he slept; a woman blinded by a rubber bullet: another woman tarred and feathered, her head shaved; fifteen people bombed to death in a pub; thirteen young men shot dead in a street.


These were not the acts of ordinary criminals, but of men adhering to differing concepts of legitimacy and justice.


In these conditions the ethnic and cultural frontiers that traverse the electronic village become perceptible. People see the same images, hear the same words, but feel so differently about them that they cease to be the same. Almost all Catholics saw the young men shot dead by British paratroopers on 30 January in Derry as innocent victims wantonly murdered: most Ulster Protestants saw the same men as terrorists, or at best hooligans, whose death was a necessary part of the restoration of order, in a community which such men wished to destroy.


I have seen in other parts of the world – in Nigeria especially, during the civil war – that strange and terrible concentration of tribal feeling, through which members of the hostile tribe cease to appear as human, and become legitimate targets for any kind of violence. I have seen and am seeing manifestations of this now in my own village. I have witnessed the ceremony of the crying out of the names of the patriot dead: those who invoked the dead seeming, like mediums, in the grip of some outside force, and communicating a part of that force: those listening, partly under the spell, partly embarrassed and uncomfortable, but mostly overawed. At times I have felt that I was living in that Ionesco play in which each of the characters, one after another, turns into a rhinoceros. It is not as bad as that, or not yet, or not South of the border. Given half a chance, people have ways of resisting the spell of the dead and of blood: often devious ways, of inconsequence, of inconsistency, of routine, of well-spaced silences, meaningless remarks, hearty but perfunctory agreement followed by a swift change of subject – logically despicable devices no doubt, but important in humanity’s defences against fanaticism. I have seen men and women, who seemed for a moment seriously to contemplate a career as a rhinoceros quietly drop the idea. The worst, as Claudel said, is not always the most certain.


Many of you who will be reading this are statistically in considerably greater danger of violent death than the writer is. I believe more people met violent death in New York last year than in Northern Ireland, let alone the relatively peaceful Republic. What is peculiar in our situation at present is the need to think about legitimate violence – violence, that is, which can be seen as legitimate in terms of dominant assumptions within the society – while knowing that that kind of violence is frequent, fairly widely condoned, near to hand, and unpredictable in its further manifestations.


In these conditions one tends to look again at such a concept as ‘institutionalized violence’, and in particular at the use of such a concept to legitimize overt acts of illegal violence.


As far as our village is concerned, it is true, ‘institutionalized violence’ is a much less potent concept for purposes of legitimation than are prevailing myths of history and the cult of the dead. But it is through such concepts as ‘institutionalized violence’ that the more antique and atavistic parts of the repertoire of legitimation are themselves legitimized in the minds of, for example, students and ex-students, and of others who would be ashamed to think of themselves as obsessed by the past. And it is through such concepts, and through those who find comfort in them, that our forms of violence come to seem legitimate internationally, and especially among the international left.


It is quite true that violence is institutionalized in all forms of organized society. Only an anarchist, only a man or woman who would in no circumstances invoke the law or call in the police, can consistently claim the name of pacifist.


It is also true that, since all forms of organized society that we know – or that man ever has known – contain great inequalities of power, wealth and status, and since these inequalities are in the last resort defended by violence, anyone who lives in any such society, and accepts its rules, is condoning some degree of oppressive violence.


From a recognition of these facts, it is an easy step to repudiate as hypocrisy the attitude of those who condemn the violence of the terrorist, the rural or urban guerrilla, without equally condemning the institutionalized violence of the society which the terrorist is trying to destroy, in order to rebuild. It is even easy to exonerate the terrorist completely from all responsibility, and see the society as responsible not only for the blood it sheds, itself, but for the blood it drives its enemies to shed. The terrorist who plants a bomb in a supermarket is (on this argument) not responsible for the resulting deaths of women and children: it is the supermarket itself, the values it represents, and the laws which defend those values, which are responsible.


This is the argument of those who defend the IRA – and similar organizations – on a high moral plane, reasoning from a kind of ultra-pacifism right out to the acceptance of indiscriminate terrorism. Some clergymen, both Catholic and Protestant, have travelled this road, or a long stretch of it. Some political friends of the terrorists have shown themselves adroit at exploiting this line of argument. It serves in various forms to anaesthetize public sensibilities after each new killing. Not everybody, of course, is up to the general theory of institutionalized violence. But most people can find significance in such a statement as, for example, ‘violence is a by-product of partition’. The significance found by simpler, ruder spirits is that, when a Protestant is killed by a Catholic, he had it coming to him. This is the extended doctrine of institutionalized violence as seen at grass-roots level, for institutionalized violence in Northern Ireland has long been a Protestant monopoly. The other kind of violence is practised by both sides.


The existence of institutionalized violence is a fact. The use of that fact to justify terrorism requires an act of faith: the conviction that the society resulting from the terrorist’s activities will not merely be better than the existing one, but better by such a margin as to justify the killing of an indefinite number of people. As evidence that this will be the case, the terrorist can only offer, first, the undoubted fact of his willingness to sacrifice his own life (as well as those of other people) and, second, manifestos which describe, in rosy terms, the society he says he intends to bring to being. Neither piece of evidence can be wholly convincing to anyone who remembers the career, underground and overground, of Joseph Stalin.


Only extreme circumstances can justify such an act of faith. Examples of such extreme circumstances are the manifest failure and disintegration of formerly organized polities – as in Russia and China – and the existence of such conditions for whole communities – Jews in the Third Reich, to a lesser extent non-Whites in South Africa – that no possible alternative seems likely to be worse,* while no peaceful method of changing the existing conditions is open. In all these cases the new forms of institutionalized violence, resulting from anti-institutional violence, seem at least less unpromising than the old ones.


Did such conditions exist in Northern Ireland? It is argued that they did. The Catholics of Northern Ireland were and are in a permanent minority in what has always been run as a Protestant state. They were second-class citizens, discriminated against in jobs and housing, and often obliged to emigrate. Since the Protestant majority always voted virtually en bloc for the Unionist Party, perpetrator of the discriminations in question, ordinary democratic process offered no hope for the Catholic minority.


All this is true. What is not true is the idea that terrorism, the urban guerrilla, therefore represented the only way out – or any way out – for the Catholic minority.


The Catholics lived within a double system: they were part of Northern Ireland, and also of the larger entity, the United Kingdom. In so far as they were part of Northern Ireland they were oppressed to the degree described; in so far as they were part of the United Kingdom, they received their fair share of the benefits of the welfare state. Their legitimate complaint against the successive Governments of the United Kingdom was that these Governments had condoned, by ignoring, the oppressive practices in Northern Ireland, much as the Government in Washington had ignored the peculiar institutions of Dixie, from the end of Reconstruction up to Little Rock in 1957. By far the most promising and most effective way of dealing with this situation was through the non-violent agitation, for limited objectives, of the Civil Rights movement. As in Dixie, this kind of agitation evoked violence on the part of the locally dominant party and, as in the case of Dixie, the spectacle of this violence, and the knowledge of what it represented, were unacceptable in the wider society. The continuation of this movement, therefore, represented by far the best hope of removing the disabilities of the Catholic community. The coming of the urban guerrilla had the opposite effect: it alienated sympathies, sharply increased the hostility between the two communities and put the minority in double jeopardy: first from the British troops, which see the minority as harbouring those who attack them, and second from the Protestant majority, much of which has been driven to near-hysteria by the ruthlessness of the urban guerrilla, and especially the use of gelignite against civilian targets. If the British troops were suddenly withdrawn, without a negotiated political solution, one of the first results of their withdrawal would be the destruction of the Catholic population of the Belfast area – of whom the terrorists claim to be the defenders. Yet, as long as the British troops remain, and the guerrilla war against them continues, the Catholic community will also be the prime sufferers. The best hope of this community lies, in fact, in the disappearance from the scene of their ‘defenders’, and in a complete and consistent return to open and peaceful methods, leading to new negotiated structures and to the withdrawal of the British troops. There are some signs of a trend in that direction, both North and South of the border, but it is too early to be sure, even of the beginning of a trend.


We can’t, without hypocrisy, claim to rule out now all violence, either inside human institutions or as a means for changing them. We can continue to try to reduce the incidence of violence in both senses. This means both greater activity in the criticism and peaceful change of our institutions, and a no less critical and suspicious attitude towards those who offer change by violence. In particular we should be suspicious of those who would justify terrorism through the concept of institutionalized violence.




Contribution to a series of such letters organized by Forum.


* This may not be true for South Africa’s ‘Coloureds’ and ‘Asians’, and even for at least some ‘Bantu’.






















Liberty and Terror





The situations I should like to discuss with you are those in which democratic governments, working under the rule of law, are confronted by armed revolutionary organizations seeking to attain political objectives by the use of violence, and through the terror which violence inspires.


In such struggles, each side sees itself as upholding the cause of liberty, but the idea of liberty is differently defined by each side, and with widely different degrees of precision.


Supporters of the democratic system – be they conservative, liberal or social-democrat supporters – see that system as providing more effective guarantees of liberty, and a more effective demonstration of liberty in action, than any other known political system. The guarantees are seen to reside, not only in the electorate’s periodically available capacity to change its political rulers, but more importantly in the permanent necessity under which these rulers find themselves to try to please a majority of the ruled, and also in the further constraints placed on the rulers by the legal system, by the independence of the judiciary, and by the accredited values and conventions of the liberal and democratic tradition. There is no need at this point to enlarge on these conceptions: presumptions in favour of democracy are taken for granted, rightly or wrongly, among populations which enjoy, in varying degrees, that form of government. Praise of democracy therefore readily enters into the domain of platitude, which is itself among the dangers to democracy, especially in lowering its appeal to the young. I mean, of course, the young who grew up within the democratic system: young people who have grown up under other systems often seem quite attracted to the democratic idea.


For the moment, the only point I should like to make about the version of liberty offered by the liberal and democratic state is that, however we choose to view the virtues and vices of that version of liberty, people who live in democratic states know what that version means in practice to them. The equivalent is true of those who live under other different but existing systems of government: the Soviet Union, for example, has its own version of liberty and those who live under that system know from experience how to evaluate that version.


But the same is not true of the versions of liberty offered by those who like to call themselves ‘liberation movements’ and who, as they seek to establish their version of liberty by violence and terror, are called by their enemies ‘terrorists’. ‘Terrorists’ is of course an emotive term, used to describe people seen as making an unjustifiable use of violence. Those who are described as terrorists, and who reject that title for themselves, make the uncomfortable point that national armed forces, fully supported by democratic opinion, have in fact employed violence and terror on a far vaster scale than what liberation movements have as yet been able to attain.* The ‘freedom-fighters’ see themselves as fighting a just war. Why should they not be entitled to kill, burn and destroy as national armies, navies and air forces do, and why should the label ‘terrorist’ be applied to them and not to the national armies, navies and air forces?


Some pacifists – and not only pacifists – have found the argument implicit in these questions exceedingly impressive. Pacifists put the formal argument the other way round: instead of both national armies and freedom-fighters/terrorists having an equal right to kill, both are equally wrong to do so. Some pacifists, and some who are not quite pacifists, have pushed this argument to what does in fact appear to be its logical conclusion – that the national security forces, even in a democracy, have no right to repress armed minority groups pursuing political objectives by violent means. The minority groups, it is true, don’t have the right to use such means, but both are on the same footing. In practice, the view is helpful to the minority groups in question, so that people passionately opposed in principle to violence, and people passionately devoted to its practice, can sometimes be brought into a strange alliance.


In point of intellectual principle – though not in practice – the freedom-fighter/terrorists and those who support the use of force against them by the agents of the democratic state, have more in common than either group has with the pacifist. In practice, as I have indicated, the bond may join pacifist and terrorist, but intellectually there is this much common ground between the two groups which are prepared to use force, to the extent that circumstances are thought to justify its use.


Through the theme of justification we come back to the question of liberty, the value in the name of which both the force or violence of the terrorist/freedom-fighters, and the force or violence used by the democratic state in the suppression of the terrorist/freedom-fighters, can be seen as justified. The terms ‘force’ and ‘violence’ are again, like ‘terrorist’ and ‘freedom-fighter’, largely emotive propaganda terms: which term we use about a given act depends, not on the degree of force or violence involved, but on a view of its justification.


Those who regard the democratic state as justified in using force in defence of liberty may not be able to offer a philosophically satisfactory definition of liberty, but at least they have practical experience of the conditions which they identify as constituting political liberty, for themselves and their fellow-citizens, and which they consider to be of sufficient value to justify the use of force in the defence of something known and held to be precious.


As against this, the concept of liberty offered by the liberation movements lacks an identifiable terrestrial referent. Those who are inclined to identify terror with Communism might disagree with this. But it does not appear that most of those groups at present using violence in democratic countries are doing so in order to replace democratic systems by states on the Russian or Chinese models. Were that to be the goal, there would at least be a basis for the assessment of the version of liberty offered by the liberation movement in question. As it is, no such reliable basis of assessment is available – only ‘programmes’ and other forms of propaganda.


The versions of liberty offered by the various liberator/terrorists can be roughly divided into two main categories: millenarian and secessionist/irredentist. The two categories overlap, since the secessionist/irredentist militants present a millenarian picture of the results which they believe would flow from the alienation or recuperation of their territory of predilection.


This local millennium is of course indispensable, as the result supposedly aimed at has not merely to be presented, but also to be felt, as justifying killing, maiming, burning and other forms of destruction. The mere achievement of some desirable regional adjustment could not be presented or felt as justifying all that, so higher, quasi-mystical versions of a conditional future articulate themselves. Although the two categories do thus appear to overlap, yet a distinction can still be made between the true or universal millenarians, and those whose intensely limited mystical nationalism uses millenarian language in a particular and local context.


Examples of true millenarian movements include the Weathermen and the Symbionese Liberation Army in the United States and the Baader Meinhof group in Germany. Examples of ultra-nationalist movements, with millenarian overtones, include the various Arab militant groups which aim at liberating Palestine by destroying Israel, and the various Irish Republican groups, of which the most notable is the Provisional IRA which aims at liberating Northern Ireland against the known wishes of the majority of its inhabitants, and by methods strongly condemned by the great majority both of the population of Northern Ireland and of all Ireland, as well as of the United Kingdom.


There are also cases where a local conflict is felt as having universal significance. The most obvious example is that of the Zionist terrorist/liberators whose campaign was felt to have a religious and moral significance for the whole world. But, in a secular way, the American groups see their particular struggles as struggles for or against America in the interests of the whole world. And in both secular and religious terms the Provisional IRA are disposed to see their fight as having a world significance, and to think of God as especially concerned with Irish history, and as keeping a particularly attentive and discriminating eye on those ‘dreary steeples’ of Tyrone and Fermanagh which so irritated Winston Churchill and so many others since his time.
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