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As Chairman of the Board of the Institute for British-Irish Studies it gives 

me great pleasure to welcome such a large and diverse attendance at 

this evening’s Colloquium.  The Board contains members from both 

parts of the island and this is our third event in the North within the past 

twelve months.  It is the second occasion on which the Ulster Museum 

has kindly granted us the use of its facilities. 

 

I am grateful to Michael Anderson for the introductory contribution he 

will make to our proceedings.  And we have a first class panel who will 

each offer brief reflections on the topic from their individual perspectives 

and then participate in what I hope will be a very vigorous and 

productive debate.  They are:  Sammy Douglas MLA, Frankie 

Gallagher, Naomi Long MP, Dr Duncan Morrow and Dr Peter Shirlow. 

 

Warm thanks to Dara Gannon for all the hard work she has put into 

organising the Colloquium. 

 

I propose to launch the proceedings with a few introductory remarks 

from the Chair. 

 

In 1994 Professor Steve Bruce said that much thinking about Northern 

Ireland fails to appreciate the strength of ethic identification, the power 

of ethnic divisions, and the importance of expressive action. 
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The history of the past 200 years right up to the present provides ample 

evidence for that proposition.  To explore it in depth I commend to you, 

if you have not already perused it, Professor Marianne Elliott’s brilliant 

Ford Lectures, published in 2009 under the title ‘When God took sides’.  

The subtitle is significant: ‘Religion and Identity in Ireland – Unfinished 

History’. 

 

That word ‘Unfinished’ is crucial.  It chimes well with the stark paragraph 

with which Professor Thomas Bartlett concludes his magisterial Ireland, 

published in 2010.  Having made the point that ‘Overall, …. Catholics 

…. generally have vastly improved their position in the Northern Ireland 

state’, he goes on: 

 

‘On the other hand, there remains a very large loyalist underclass, 

poorly educated, mostly unskilled and socially disadvantaged who 

harbour a belief that their position in Northern Ireland had drastically 

slipped, and that their culture is no longer valued …. While such a large 

reservoir of hatred, rancour and resentment remains in Northern 

Ireland, it is hard to feel optimistic.  Equally, because the devolved 

structures were expressly designed to reflect and perpetuate the 

sectarianism that was at the heart of the Northern Ireland state, it is only 

possible to feel a sort of nervous confidence where the future is 

concerned’. 

 

It is salutary to consider just how many of the circumstances cited as 

influencing the past disposition towards ethnic conflict could be equally 

cited today.  Professor Elliott in another of her books (The Catholics of 

Ulster) refers in a telling phrase to ‘the combustible potential of Belfast’s 

ethnic frontier zones’ because, as people banded together in their single 

identity ghettoes, the sectarian fault lines became well delineated.  

Many of these are today marked out by what over the years has been a 
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growing number of peace walls.  Listening to the fears expressed by 

those on both sides of these frontiers, it is evident that, for them, peace 

and harmony are not seen as natural conditions but only, at best, as a 

lull in continuing conflict. 

 

I mentioned the durability of the reasons cited as motivating the 

Troubles of the past centuries which still have relevance today.  One 

thinks of competition for territory and jobs; fear on the loyalist side of 

being displaced, surpassed and swamped by ‘the other’ – by ‘themins’ -  

through population movement and a higher profile, more organised 

Catholic church.  Orange marches, celebrating for Protestants delivery 

from Popery, were detested by Catholics as triumphalism and were 

often the trigger for violence.  The sense of vulnerability to which an 

ethnic minority settler community is prone was not diminished by the 

strident fundamentalist rhetoric of influential public figures. 

 

Professor Elliott cites John O’Donovan during his Ordnance Survey visit 

to Belfast in 1834 as follows: 

 

‘I had not the least idea that religion could cause such rancour between 

people until I came here’.  That reference to religion brings us to the nub 

of the matter.  As Professor Elliott points out, the problem in Ireland is 

that there were two peoples whose religiously based origin myths have 

expressed very negative views of each other.  Catholicity infused 

Irishness  and the institutional Catholic church was at its heart.  

Protestant culture, on the other hand, depended less on religious 

institutions than on anti-popery and its gel was exclusive political power. 

 

We are concerned in this Colloquium with one of those two peoples – 

let us broadly categorise them as loyalist - of whom it has been said that 

the identification of the Pope as Anti-Christ provided the central 
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organising principle for a whole view of the world.  It was a view which, 

in class terms, extended (and extends) well beyond the ranks of the 

rioting mob. 

 

The stage was therefore set for each ethnic group to see the other in 

stereotypical terms.  The Protestant Archbishop of Armagh in 1745 

instructed his clergy as follows: 

 

‘You are to raise in your people a religious abhorrence of the Popish 

government and polity.  Their absurd doctrines …. make it impossible 

for them to give any security of their being good governors or good 

subjects in a Protestant kingdom’. 

 

The stereotypical view easily elided into the perception of protestant-

loyal; Catholic – disloyal.  In such a situation anything which eroded 

loyalist power set the alarm bells ringing.  It is interesting that the 

modern UVF was formed in the mid 1960s by Gusty Spence in a pre-

emptive step prompted by what appeared to be the opening up of the 

political scene in ways that might give the nationalist/Catholic population 

greater power and salience.  With the Union flag flying at half mast over 

the City Hall on Pope John xxiii’s death in 1963 it must have seemed as 

if the world had turned upside down.  It is significant that during the 

recent Troubles loyalist paramilitary killings diminished and increased 

as the fortunes of the security campaign against the IRA waxed and 

waned or there was an improvement in the prospect for peace talks 

which, it was feared, could portend sell-out or appeasement. 

 

Peace has to be made from the bottom up as well as from the top down.  

The Good Friday and St Andrews Agreements have been remarkably 

successful in the latter, in terms of formal political structures, though 

these have still to demonstrate their ability to deliver effective 
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government as well as peace.  But peace from the bottom up is an even 

more challenging goal.  Professor Henry Patterson has described the 

Good Friday Agreement as an élite – brokered settlement, balanced 

precariously on deep reserves of communal distrust and antagonism.  

So, on a severely clinical assessment, what bottom-up change have the 

Agreements really effected? 

 

The involvement of the DUP – whom most would see as in recent years 

the dominant element within the evangelical strand of Loyalism – 

represents a huge step forward.  If a referendum were taken now on 

support within the Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist community for the new 

political dispensation, it would surely (if apathetic voters could be 

persuaded to turn out) be far higher than the little over 50% in 2001 for 

the Good Friday Agreement, though some would enter caveats about 

aspects of the governance arrangements.  There are even signs that 

some elements within the leadership of the DUP are committed to 

breaking out of their rigid ethnic corset. 

 

But, barring a sharp discontinuity, it seems likely that, for a considerable 

time to come, across the board, though with notable exceptions, our 

electoral process will in effect reflect an ethnic carve up, reinforce the 

phenomenon of identity politics, and play to the zero – sum tune. 

 

The emergence within working class Loyalism of those seeking to 

remove physical force and associated criminal activity from the scene is 

a very positive development.  I have seen this at first hand.  A few years 

ago I was invited by Frankie Gallagher to chair the Conference at which 

the Conflict Transformation Initiative was launched.  Later I chaired a 

very impressive wholly independent Committee which they asked me to 

form in order to monitor, and advise on, implementation of the Initiative.  

I had – and I have - no doubt that, although misrepresented by many as 
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a boost to paramilitary coffers, the Initiative was an honest community 

development project, administered by the highly respected Farset 

organisation, to tackle practical issues within what have traditionally 

been hard to reach loyalist communities.  That judgement was validated 

subsequently by an independent review which recorded the praise of 

the police and the statutory agencies for what was achieved by the 

Initiative. 

 

I have also, over the past dozen years, been very actively involved in 

trying to see how the 30,000 or so people imprisoned for conflict-related 

offences could be integrated into the everyday life of the Province, get 

work, and make the contribution many of them clearly wanted to make 

to shaping a new future for Northern Ireland.  I was very impressed that, 

at a time when not all politicians were even speaking to each other, 

former combatants from both communities could sit around the same 

table and engage in discussion very civilly and constructively.  

Ultimately I persuaded the Government to involve representatives of the 

exprisoners in a Task Force, chaired by the Head of the Northern 

Ireland Civil Service, to resolve the relevant issues. 

 

Another very promising sign is the way in which the campaign by 

dissident Republicans has not elicited a tit for tat response by loyalists.  

That would have been unimaginable in the past.  Frankie Gallagher and 

prominent former paramilitary leaders stood up and were counted on 

this issue. 

 

One could list many other examples of what might be described as 

symbolic steps by loyalists to extend a hand across the ethnic divide.  I 

omit similar generous gestures from within the nationalist/republican 

constituency only because the focus this evening is on Loyalism. 
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But the evidence of a thaw must not blind us to the obduracy of the ice 

which still persists elsewhere.  Sectarian prejudices still run deep; 

combustible  ethnic frontiers still exist; the ethnic groups predominantly 

live apart, play apart, and are schooled apart.  Mutual antipathies lie 

under a thin crust beneath the surface and occasionally erupt into 

destructive – and expensive – violence. 

 

What is to be done?  I offer 3 suggestions. 

 

First, self-congratulatory complacency over how much progress we 

have made must go out the window.  The issue of ethnic division and 

divisiveness must join the economy at the top of the public agenda.  

Radical, transformative action, not tinkering or glacially slow incremental 

change is needed.  Why not a high-powered international committee to 

expand our horizons and shake up our thinking on this issue?  We must 

get rid of the notion that, just because we have devolution, we can 

summon up all the answers ourselves. 

 

Second, how we remember the past – and not least how each year 

1690 is remembered – must be revisited.  I believe – however 

immodestly – that the recommendations I made almost 10 years ago for 

a new regulatory regime for parades were right.  They relied heavily on 

a very proactive 365 days a year, professionally led effort to reconcile 

conflicted views on particular parades.  Where this failed, formal rulings 

on a parade should be strictly governed – as they have not been 

hitherto – by the European Convention on Human Rights.  This says 

that there is a right to march but it is qualified and the vitally important 

main limiting condition is that the exercise of the right should not infringe 

others’ rights.  There should be no sympathy for anyone – in either 

community – who disrespects the rulings of a Tribunal operating on that 

principle. 
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Third, where people have lost trust in the political process, steps must 

be taken to foster it.  This could well have happened if the Progressive 

Unionist Party and the Ulster Democratic Party had developed as they 

appeared to be poised to do at the time of the Good Friday Agreement 

when some Unionists, impatient with the mainstream parties, were 

viewing the PUP in particular as offering a more broad, forward-looking, 

socially concerned brand of politics.  The failure of the loyalist 

paramilitaries to leave the stage blew that opportunity.  But we should 

not forget that, paradoxically, whilst the killing continued, the UDP and 

PUP were producing in the 1980s and 1990s remarkably radical political 

statements such as Common Sense and Sharing Responsibility in 

Northern Ireland.  Will there be pressure at some stage, within loyalist 

working class communities, for their own vehicle of political expression? 

 

Or, alternatively, can the mainstream parties step up to the mark and 

very deliberately make room for this constituency and articulate policies 

which address its concerns? 

 

In a Joint Statement which Archbishop Lord Eames and I issued on the 

day we witnessed UDA decommissioning in January 2010 we said: 

 

‘Those within Loyalism who have eschewed violence and criminality 

and who are genuinely committed to helping transform their 

communities need to be supported, and those communities fully 

integrated into the political process.  It was such an approach that 

facilitated Republicanism’s successful involvement in the shaping of a 

new future. 

 

Now is the time for society to put high on its agenda a vigorous and 

sustained effort to address the social and economic needs of all 

disadvantaged communities across the board, thereby tackling the 
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gross inequalities in our society and demonstrating that devolution really 

does make a difference.  The aim should be nothing less than to bring 

the margins into the mainstream and the fact that we may be entering 

an age of austerity makes the task even more pressing’. 

 

So it was disappointing to hear the proposed very important £80M 

Social Investment Fund which has, too tardily, just issued for 

consultation, described recently in the Assembly as a slush fund.  

Those gross inequalities our Statement referred to in general terms 

could have been spelt out as inequalities in health, in education, in 

employment, and in quality of life.  They are a disgrace and put at risk 

the prospects for enduring peace and stability.  Several years ago I 

argued for the setting up of a dedicated Development Corporation on 

the model of Laganside but with the very different remit of tackling the 

problems in the deprived wards of Belfast, within whichever ethnic 

community. 

 

But I conclude by returning to the issue of sectarianism.  There is now, 

as the last Election showed, overwhelming support in both communities 

for the new political dispensation, which firmly embeds the principle of 

consent.  The Agreements create a modern ‘origin myth’ which provides 

a new loyalty paradigm making the old loyalty/disloyalty paradigm quite 

unnecessarily destructive and irrelevant.  Now that we are all fully 

fledged citizens of this new dispensation, Irishness and Britishness can 

coexist normally without either feeling the need to bolster its adherents’ 

identity by gratuitous sectarian stereotyping. 

 

In that new context the challenge for Loyalism in all its political 

manifestations – just as for nationalism and republicanism – is to craft a 

political vision which plays its part in delivering outcomes which slay the 

sectarian dragon.  Encouraging working class loyalists to participate 
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fully in the crafting of that vision could in itself mark a huge advance.  

Strengthening, and mobilising the active participation of, loyalist 

communities is surely the only way to extinguish the tiny minority of 

those who know no other life than the blind acting out of the most 

atavistic impulses. 

 

Professor Elliott said provocatively: 

 

‘If sectarianism had not been so deep-rooted, the Northern Ireland 

Troubles would not have happened.  They happened because both 

sides acted as the stereotypes said they would’. 

 

That would make a nice exam question: consider and discuss. 

 

Whether we agree with it or not, we can surely agree that by tackling in 

deadly earnest the issue of enduring sectarianism we shall be able to 

view the future with an assured rather than (as Professor Bartlett 

feared) a nervous confidence. 

 

The acronym for the Institute for British-Irish Studies is IBIS.  Ibis is also 

of course a most elegant bird with curved bill, sacred to the ancient 

Egyptian god Thoth, who was credited with the invention of writing and 

was associated with many aspects of wisdom.  I hope that he has been 

viewing our proceedings this evening with approval.  


