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I am honoured to have been invited to launch ‘Everyday life after the 

Conflict’, edited by Professor Meehan and Dr McGrattan.  They and the 

contributors are to be congratulated on producing a volume which 

scores so high on quality, topicality and timeliness.  It should be on the 

reading list of all our politicians; of senior public officials; and of leaders 

throughout civil society.  I shall be very surprised if, on all sides, it does 

not stimulate the urgent question: ‘What is to be done?’. 

 

The introduction states the book’s purpose clearly: 

‘[It] focuses on what difference, if any, the new constitutional 
architecture and the operation of ‘high politics’ makes to the daily lives 
of citizens …. it looks at the relationship between institutional innovation 
and the politics of inclusion and participation’.  
 

The significance of the book’s purpose is highlighted in the epigraph to 

the Introduction, a quotation from the director of an NGO that is working 

to promote integrated education in Israel-Palestine: 

‘If the so-called peace bring no change in people’s lives, ……… no 
change in the hope they have for their children, then the peace rings 
very shallow.  And when it rings shallow, the roots of hatred are very 
strong indeed and hatred flourishes’. 
 
Whilst scrupulously professional, the book says that it seeks not only to 

describe the ongoing effects of sectarianism, division, exclusion and 



trauma, but to actively write against these debilitating legacies of the 

violence.   

 

It argues that the transition from violence to peace goes beyond new 

institutional arrangements and involves the substitution of alternative 

values to those of conflict.  It quotes approvingly Andrew Rigby to the 

effect that the pursuit of these values must not be confined to some 

realm removed from the everyday lives of people at the grassroots.  It 

must be embodied and lived out in new relationships between people at 

all levels of society.  Communal healing comes, one might say 

(paraphrasing our own distinguished novelist David Parks), from society 

learning to move to new rhythms. 

 

Dr Duncan Morrow’s chapter observes that unionists and republicans 

did not arrive at the late 1990’s negotiations in a spirit of reconciliation 

but, rather, to advance or defend traditional interests.  The Good Friday 

Agreement accommodated antagonists; it did not end antagonism.  As 

a result, the present, he says, has the characteristics of a truce rather 

than a transformation.  The peace process has undoubtedly changed 

the face of Northern Ireland, an achievement not to be scoffed at in a 

society where violence has left such deep trauma.  But it has not 

delivered any change in the underpinning paradigm of conflict politics – 

no historic breakthrough beyond antagonism.  The politics of zero-sum 



and of ‘them’ and ‘us’ continues to dominate.  Reconciliation requires 

the emergence of a culture of negotiation and mutual concession to 

mutual benefit.  Failure to achieve it can, at best, lead to a descent into 

a sullen and deep-rooted resignation and resentment, with, even worse, 

the risk of ongoing resort to violence – which is precisely where we are 

at today.   

 

A challenging analysis this, which is illustrated in a variety of contexts in 

succeeding chapters. 

 

Dr Jarman and John Bell examine what has happened to the historical 

patterns of segregation which were reinforced and extended by a 

generation of violence and were, in a fresh development, marked by 

physical barriers (which still exist) designed to protect but at the same 

time emphasising difference and territorialism and keeping people 

apart.  Their research in seven geographically diverse areas with 

different levels of sectarian demographic balance showed that, in 

varying degrees, people’s daily routines were still affected by the 

pattern of segregation and division and that those routines, in turn, 

helped to reinforce and sustain those patterns.  Or, in the wonderfully 

arcane terminology of a French sociologist whom the authors quote, 

‘structured structures are predisposed to function as structuring 



structures’.  That will undoubtedly be my favourite quotation from now 

on!  

 

Encouragingly, the authors have found that the mental maps by which 

people navigate the perceived perils of public space can alter.  In other 

words segregation is in part a subjective interpretation of the 

possibilities and limitations of public space.   That interpretation is 

influenced not only by people’s experiences but also by factors such as 

age, gender, class and community background.  The research suggests 

that some people believe that in some contexts the situation may be 

improving, whilst for others the levels and intensity of segregation are 

increasing.  In some areas inter-communal tensions are recurrently 

revived during the summer marching season. 

 

Again encouragingly, there has been an increase in the numbers and 

variety of mixed or neutral areas in many locations.  The co-existence of 

shared and heavily segregated space means that people have to 

operate on the basis of an ever more complex series of mental maps 

guiding them where to go and where to avoid.  Spaces considered safe 

by day can be perceived as perilous at night.  Women’s mental maps 

may differ from those of men.  Young men in particular are less inclined 

to accept areas as being mixed or shared.   Territoriality is most likely to 



be an issue where the population is evenly balanced or where 

demographic change has affected the balance. 

 

Overall, the authors detect some evidence of positive change but it 

remains uneven and tentative.  Certainly no evidence of transformative 

change so far or in prospect. 

 

The chapter by Professor Hughes and Caitlin Donnelly examines a 

privately funded experiment which will ultimately cover 150 primary and 

post-primary schools and 13,000 pupils.  It applies social psychology’s 

‘contact theory’, which endorses inter-group encounter as a mechanism 

for ameliorating prejudice and promoting mutual understanding.   A key 

element is that the groups should work together on a common task 

towards a common goal.  The experiment is called the Sharing 

Education Programme, with the cross-community collaborating schools 

devising joint projects that reflect their educational priorities and assist 

curriculum delivery. 

 

There are very clearly intended reconciliation benefits but they spin out 

of the joint learning process rather than being directly targeted.  The 

evidence to date indicates that there is a reduction in bias within each 

group; greater trust between the groups and reduced anxiety regarding 

the outgroup; more positive feelings in each others’ company; and more 



desire to seek out and help out the other group and find out more.  

Results are more positive in less divided areas.  But, whatever the area, 

results are more positive than those produced by other forms of cross-

sectoral contact between schools. 

 

The authors point out that this ‘Sharing Education’ approach facilitates 

the rationalisation of provision in a situation where there is an over-

supply of school places and enlarges the subject choices available to 

students.  It provides a very interesting model of how task-orientated 

contact on an equal basis, where difference is not suppressed and 

identity (as signalled by school uniforms, for example) remains salient 

throughout, can deliver results. 

 

Gladys Ganiel and Claire Mitchell show how the political changes have 

affected the attitudes and identities of Northern Ireland’s religious 

evangelicals, a very significant constituency, pushing them in six very 

different directions.   It emerges that evangelicals are not necessarily 

unchanging and sectarian, as often supposed, with some of them 

espousing projects such as cross-community peacebuilding and dealing 

with the past. 

 

Theresa O’Keefe and Bronagh Hinds tackle gender issues.  The former 

illustrates how the respondents in her research study found it more 



difficult to articulate, and were less disposed to challenge, gender 

inequality than was the case as regards issues around tribal and class 

identity, which attract what she calls a ‘saturation of discourse’.  

Bronagh Hinds describes various initiatives, particularly on the part of 

the marvellously titled DemocraShe, to secure greater participation by 

women in central and local government.  She calculates that, at the 

current rate of progress, it would take 16 election cycles – about 65 

years – for women to become 50% of MLA’s.  She makes the point that 

women are arguably more disposed than men to champion the wider 

principle of participation and there is survey evidence that women 

MLA’s attach higher priority than do men to ‘a shared future’ as a policy 

area. 

 

There are 3 papers by Eoin Magennis and Colm O’Cinneide and 

(jointly) by Brian ÓCaoindealbháin and Patricia Clarke which take an all-

island perspective.  What strikes me here and in much else I read is the 

richness of the discourse it is now possible to have on the island 

considered as a regional space, an economic zone.  Most of the political 

hang-ups are no more.  In fact you could argue that, whilst there is still 

much to be done, Strand Two of the Good Friday Agreement has been 

a significant success story.  Gone is what Conor Brady described as the 

‘cold denying silence [which] descended upon the island of Ireland, 



resulting in a process of fracture and fission across all spheres of public 

life’. 

 

However, one of these 3 chapters sounds the warning that both 

administrations on the island still remain overwhelmingly single 

jurisdiction in their focus and outlook and that in the civil service cross-

border working remains a niche area or, more pejoratively, a backwater.  

Another chapter describes the asymmetrical progress on either side of 

the Border (with the Republic as laggard) in implementing equivalent 

measures on equality, despite this being a key animating principle of the 

Agreement. 

 

The book’s final chapter, by Professor Meehan and Fiona MacKay, 

rounds it all off by benchmarking what has actually happened in post-

devolution politics against the need for a ‘popular component’ in the 

governance package, without which there may occur what has been 

called a ‘hollowing’ of democracy.  This desideratum featured 

prominently in the pre-devolution debate in Scotland and Wales.  The 

aim – difficult to achieve - was participatory consensus building which 

would promote active citizenship, leading to enhanced trust and 

legitimacy and greater social cohesion.  This approach is described as 

the ‘new politics’. 

 



The chapter discusses the mixed bag of reactions by the political parties 

here to the establishment of the Civic Forum under the Good Friday 

Agreement; its demise in 2002; and the failure to revive it.  It also 

discusses the operation of Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 

which uneasily straddles two duties – the promotion of equality and the 

promotion of good relations.  There are examples given of Scotland’s 

essay into the ‘new politics’.  Very interesting, for example, is the 

Community Partnerships Project to give a voice to people typically 

under-represented in political life such as ‘difficult to reach’ young 

people. 

 

The chapter expresses the belief that, so far as Scotland is concerned, 

the idea that participatory and representative democracy must co-exist 

is here to stay, though in terms of its full realisation the score card is 

mixed.  The situation in Northern Ireland is deemed more problematic, 

with a strong attachment to conventional representative democracy very 

evident. 

 

I hope that my taster of the contents of this fine collection has been 

spicy enough to tempt you to read it for yourselves. 

 

It seems to me to speak very much to our present discontents.  So can I 

conclude by offering a few personal reflections which it has stimulated. 



 

It is often said that these discontents call for political, not law and order 

solutions.  I very much agree that we delude ourselves if we think that 

the problem is merely hooliganism orchestrated by paramilitaries.  But 

can the old politics deliver?  After all, the devolved structures were 

expressly designed to reflect and perpetuate the reassuringly simple 

binary polarities of nationalism and unionism.  How can they be 

progressively infused by a new politics which promotes active 

citizenship on the part of those who feel they have no voice and by 

those who have simply opted out?  We have forgotten that, in the 

1980s, Loyalist political parties were producing radical political 

statements such as ‘Sharing Responsibility in Northern Ireland’ which 

were regarded as well ahead of mainstream unionist opinion.  What 

went wrong? 

 

The major global powers have discovered to their cost (witness Iraq) 

that stopping the shooting war is far easier than succeeding in the 

nationbuilding which the war makes necessary.  We here were far too 

complacent about the enormity of the task triggered by the Good Friday 

Agreement.  Hilary Mantel said, memorably: ‘There are no endings.  If 

you think so you are deceived as to their nature.  They are all 

beginnings’.  The Agreement should have signalled such a beginning, a 

determined attempt to build a new community – not an easy task, given 



the far from enthusiastic endorsement of the Agreement by the unionist 

population. 

 

My co-launcher, Professor Henry Patterson, has described the 

Agreement as an élite-brokered settlement, balanced precariously on 

deep reserves of communal distrust and antagonism.  Our present 

discontents confirm that it remains so.  Sectarian prejudices run deep, 

combustible ethnic frontiers, dating from generations back, persist.  Too 

many people live in their segregated echo chambers, hearing only their 

own voices, becoming more British than the British, more Irish than the 

Irish.  There is no prospect of change unless something is done to effect 

change. 

 

And yet, as the contact theory I described earlier indicates, purposeful, 

task-orientated cross-community effort is widely recognised as a key 

factor in dealing with inter-group hostility.  I also alluded earlier to 

Rigby’s insistence on the need for ‘new relationships’ at all levels of 

society.  What is being done here in Northern Ireland to engineer the 

changes that transform the configuration of relationships province-wide?  

Why not, for example, have a mainstream Education Sharing 

Programme which in double-quick time, not after an endless round of 

consultation, has pupils spending at least 50% of their curriculum time 

together?  Why not even consider jointly managed schools, where 



ongoing contact becomes part of the banalities of everyday life?  But 

education is only one illustration.  The contact theory has far wider 

application. 

 

Of course each community’s present is shaped by its understanding of 

the past.  But neither has made enough effort to use history as a route 

to understanding the other’s past as well as its own.  And I am not 

talking of history as folk memory generated in the echo chamber but of 

history as it really was, seen through the lens of the professional 

historian.  Historians in the Balkans are together engaged on such a 

project for that contested area.  Such history is not a morality play.  

There is no black and white – only, with apologies to E.L. James, 50 

shades of grey.  All should realise that neither of the great traditions in 

Ireland can be proud of its ability throughout history to devise an 

inclusive political model.  They are now challenged to do so.  

 

In any society, achieving a better balance between what has been the 

dominant culture and the culture on the other side of a bitter divide with 

deep historical roots is a formidable task, not least when the society has 

been torn apart by violence for a generation and more.    The Deputy 

First Minister therefore put it very well when he said in a speech before 

Christmas that: 

 



‘We have still to grapple with, and develop the principles or templates 
which will determine how we progress some very sensitive issues. 
 
How, for example, do we prioritise equality?  What exactly do we mean 
by mutual respect or parity of esteem for the differing political traditions?  
How do we de-segregate our society, heal divisions and create the 
dynamic which will construct new human and political relationships 
between our communities?’   
 
 
It is not of course simply a matter of reconciling the needs and priorities 

of the two cultures.  We must be more than two tribes respecting each 

other’s distinctive identity.  It is often forgotten that there have to be 

shared values that form the agreed basis for a common public life.  

Cardinal Ratzinger, future Pope, had this in mind when he endorsed De 

Toqueville’s assertion that democracy depends far more on mores than 

on Institutions and added his own insight that, where no common 

conviction exists, institutions have nothing to lay hold of.  What are our 

common convictions as citizens as well as bearers of a group identity? 

 

Should we be dusting off John Hewitt’s ideas about regionalism, seeing 

in this region, as he put it, an area of a size and significance we could 

hold in our hearts?  John Wilson Foster described our inability to decide 

whether we are a region of Ireland or a region of Britain.  It is, of course, 

he said, both – a fact that has yet to assume a unique cultural form. 

 

This book being launched cites a view I expressed in my opening 

address four years ago to the Conference out of which most of these 



chapters have emerged.  I said that there is still an Everest to climb.  I 

hope this volume will stimulate the setting up of base camp and the 

swift commencement of the steep ascent. 

 

Finally, as Chairman – Emeritus of UCD’s Institute for British-Irish 

Studies (IBIS), I am very pleased that there is now this book to 

showcase the very significant contribution which the work IBIS 

undertakes directly or which it stimulates can contribute to public 

debate. 


